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ABSTRACT
REWRITING VIETNAM:
FORMS OF NATIONHOOD IN DIASPORIC LITERATURE
Hao Jun Tam
Josephine Park
When the Vietnam War ended on April 30, 1975, the Republic of Vietnam—the state
south of the seventeenth parallel that the U.S. defended throughout the war against
communist encroachment—ceased to exist. Through a rich archive of eleven texts
authored by eight diasporic Vietnamese writers based in France and the U.S., “Rewriting
Vietnam” is the first study that brings together both American and French diasporic
literatures dealing particularly with South Vietnam and the Vietnamese civil war. The
dissertation argues that complex modes of attachment and robust thoughts about the
fallen state of South Vietnam permeate the literature of the Vietnamese diaspora. The
range of expression for this diasporic national consciousness is vast: it may take subtle
forms, or diasporic Vietnamese writers may explicitly confront South Vietnam’s erasure
from history and memory. “Revising Vietnam” pursues these expressions and examines
their significance within American and francophone literary cultures, two dynamic
realms of imagination that have had the most interactions with “Vietnam”—the country
and the war—from the late nineteenth century to the present day. This corpus of diasporic
literature does more than preserve the Vietnamese past, however; it also questions the
present of liberal governmentality in the host states of the U.S. and France while actively
speculating on the future of schizophrenic, communist-run capitalist Vietnam. Because
this literature emerges and critiques from the marginal space of refugeehood, it also puts
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pressures on core assumptions about the stability and dominance of the nation-state
paradigm today. As the dissertation explores the intellectual sentiments and sensibilities
of the Vietnamese diaspora through its literary enterprises, it advances the emergent field
of critical refugee studies and engages with scholarships in political theory of the nationstate, Vietnamese area studies, U.S. diplomatic studies, Vietnam War historiography,
Asian American studies, and Francophone studies.
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INTRODUCTION
Published in 2003, lê thi diem thúy’s The Gangster We Are All Looking For tells
the story of a young unnamed refugee girl who leaves Vietnam on a boat with her father
after the end of the Vietnam War. The novel’s episodic vignettes follow the family’s
difficult sea passage and their struggle with a new life in San Diego, California. In the
opening chapter, the girl and her father arrive in the U.S. thanks to the sponsorship of the
Russell family. One winter day, Mrs. Russell, an elderly woman, takes the girl and her
father to a snowy mountain for a hike. Fascinated by the out-of-placeness of the darkskinned, tropically-sprung father and daughter in the snow, Mrs. Russell snaps a photo of
them standing in front of a car. The child narrator describes the picture:
In the photograph, Ba is wearing brown pants and a turquoise velour sweatshirt.
His hair is parted on the side and pushed back behind one ear. I am wearing blue
jeans and a yellow-and-red striped sweater that you can’t see because it’s under
the ivory-colored sweater the grandmother had pulled from the trunk of the car,
shaking the dust off before helping me into it. (13)
This photograph is supposed to evince the Russells’ hospitality toward their fresh-off-theboat Vietnamese wards. The car behind them, an impossible commodity in late-1970s
Vietnam, shows their mobility in America. Ba, the father, looks nothing like the
desperate refugee in warm velour and with his hair well-combed. Likewise, the girl’s
blue jeans declare a strident Americanness that seems to overwhelm her presence.
Curiously, however, the girl-narrator reveals to the reader something “you can’t
see” in the photo: her “yellow-and-red striped sweater” hidden beneath Mrs. Russell’s old
ivory-colored sweater. A perceptive reader would recognize that the narrator’s striped
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sweater matches the colors and pattern of the flag of the Republic of Vietnam, more
commonly known as South Vietnam. The girl and her father were citizens of that very
state, and they became refugees only after it fell to communist rule and their citizenship
was stripped. Mrs. Russell may genuinely want the girl to be warm with two sweaters, or
perhaps as the wife of a retired Navy man she cannot stand the sight of the flag that
reminds her the war that ended with the U.S.’s shameful defeat. The yellow and red
stripes would ruin the image of American care and prosperity that Mrs. Russell has so
carefully constructed, and so the girl has to wear white: the nonthreatening color of purity
and innocence—a clean slate.
This nationalist consciousness lurks behind a small detail and jars against the
child’s narration in this small book, but, as this dissertation argues, complex modes of
attachment and robust thoughts about the fallen state of South Vietnam permeate the
literature of the Vietnamese diaspora. The range of expression for this diasporic national
consciousness is vast: it may take subtle forms, as seen in the lê’s sartorial description, or
diasporic Vietnamese writers may explicitly confront South Vietnam’s erasure from
history and memory. “Revising Vietnam” pursues these expressions and examines their
significance within American and francophone literary cultures, two dynamic realms of
imagination that have had the most interactions with “Vietnam”—the country and the
war—from the late nineteenth century to the present day. This corpus of diasporic
literature does more than preserve the Vietnamese past, however; it also questions the
present of liberal governmentality in the host states of the U.S. and France while actively
speculating on the future of schizophrenic, communist-run capitalist Vietnam. Because
this literature emerges and critiques from the marginal space of refugeehood, it also puts
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pressures on core assumptions about the stability and dominance of the nation-state
paradigm today. In what follows in this introduction, I provide a brief sketch of South
Vietnam’s birth, rise, and fall and meditate on its meaning in contemporary discourse
before turning to discuss key theoretical concepts and literary concerns that animate the
entire dissertation project.
THE HISTORY AND SYMBOL OF SOUTH VIETNAM
While the figure of the Vietnamese refugee in the U.S. brings up the devastating
images of the war, the country from which he or she escaped is rather elusive in popular
discourse. The seed for the Republic of Vietnam was sown when Vietnam tried to shake
off French colonialism in the middle of the last century. In 1949, France created the State
of Vietnam (SVN) as part of the French Union—the colonial power’s last effort to hang
onto Indochina as Ho Chi Minh pushed relentlessly for non-negotiable independence.1
Vietnam’s reigning emperor Bao Dai headed the SVN in what is known as the Bao Dai
solution spelled out in the Elysée Accords (Miller, Misalliance 35; Brocheux and Hémery
364). When China and Russia officially recognized the Democratic Republic of Vietnam
(DRV) in 1950, the U.S. and Britain pledged their support to the SVN (Bradley, Vietnam
at War 56). After the Battle of Dien Bien Phu decisively pried apart France’s last grasp
on Indochina in 1954, Bao Dai had to accept his own incompetence as governor and
asked the prominent anti-French, anti-communist leader Ngo Dinh Diem to become the
prime minister of the SVN (Miller, Misalliance 51; Jacobs 54). Both the DRV and the
SVN saw their territories changed overnight with the Geneva Accords, which separated
the two states at the seventeenth parallel and plunged them into the global Cold War.
1

France’s attempt to compromise with the indigenous call for more autonomy in Indochina began in the
1930s. See Brocheux and Hémery 322–24.
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Diem spent the next year consolidating his government’s power by squashing competing
factions in the Mekong Delta. On October 26, 1955, Diem, who was vehemently antiFrench, moved the SVN out of the French Union after a successful plebiscite against the
weak-willed emperor, and established the first constitutional Republic of Vietnam (RVN)
with himself as its president (Bradley, Vietnam at War 83, Jacobs 224–25). Thus began
the second independent, postcolonial state in Vietnam competing for noncommunist
sovereignty over a unified nation. The RVN would have to weather incessant political
storms from both its northern enemy and American ally. Diem’s recalcitrant attitude
against U.S. dictates led to his assassination in 1963, which marshaled in a chaotic period
of military rule (1963–67), followed by a second constitutional presidency under Nguyen
Van Thieu (the Second Republic 1967–75) (Taylor, Voices 3–4). The escalation of U.S.
military involvement in 1965, the subsequent “Vietnamization” of the war later in the
decade, and the Paris Peace Accords of 1973 would punctuate the RVN’s decline over a
decade, culminating in the Communist takeover of the capital on April 30, 1975.
As Chapter 2 shows in more detail, most Western critics and historians have
during and after the war frowned upon and reviled South Vietnam as a client state of the
U.S. empire. Until recently, the RVN has been understood as a puppet state run by
lackluster lackeys, nothing more than a product of French and American alliances against
communism in Asia. From this perspective, there was no real nationalism in such a
state—if it could even be called that—because it was not established by the people for the
people. Historian Seth Jacobs, for example, dismisses the RVN as “little more than a
piece of real estate south of the 17th parallel” that “lacked almost totally the sense of
‘imagined community’ that Benedict Anderson deems essential to nationhood” (175).
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This is not a singular statement by one historian. The question of South Vietnam is at the
center of the recent, rancorous rift among Vietnam War historians, splitting them into two
camps: the so-called traditionalists, who view South Vietnam as a makeshift project
abetting shameful U.S. militaristic imperialism, and the revisionists, who argue that the
U.S. was correct to defend the RVN as the best hope not only for the country but for the
region against the communist domino effect.2 James Carter, for example, refuses to utter
the proper noun “South Vietnam” and prefers the phrase “southern Vietnam” (13) to
register his firm belief that the RVN was a failed American invention, “a fundamentally
unstable client regime” (150). On the other hand, Andrew Wiest’s, Keith Taylor’s, and
Nathalie Nguyen’s studies of former RVN citizens and soldiers insist that the ARVN
fought valiantly for their flag and that the refugees’ deep grief over the loss of their
homeland cannot be explained away as mass hysteria. Each viewpoint carries serious
implications, as its opposing camp quickly points out: Declaring the RVN America’s
ersatz invention means uncritically taking the Northern regime as the sole legitimate state
and ignoring its wartime dependence on China and the U.S.S.R., its oppressive policies to
squelch dissent, and its continuing violations of human rights (Taylor, “Robert
Buzzanco” 439, 447). Styling South Vietnam a lost cause, however, risks justifying U.S.
military interventions around the world and perpetuating the destructive ideology of
Manifest Destiny (Chapman 113). Whichever side of the debate one favors, South
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The debate began as a feud between historians Robert Buzzanco and Keith Taylor in which the former
caustically critiques the latter and his ilk for revising the Vietnam War as a noble cause (“How I Learned to
Quit Worrying”), to which Taylor, who had earlier claimed that he would stop teaching the Vietnam War as
a mistake (“How I Began to Teach”), responded by accusing Buzzanco of arguing with more emotion than
evidence (“Robert Buzzanco”). This debate was kicked into high gear with the 2006 publication of Mark
Moyar’s Triumph Forsaken, an unapologetic defense of U.S. policy and military escalation in Vietnam.
The book sent powerful shock waves through the field of U.S. diplomacy studies. Carter’s Inventing
Vietnam (2008) was a clear reaction to Moyar’s book, and prominent historians of the war subsequently put
forth their responses to Moyar in the 2010 collection Triumph Revisited.
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Vietnam has become a thorny problematic in contemporary discourses of the Vietnam
War and modern Vietnam.
Since the U.S. military inflicted massive violence on the country with the stated
purpose of safeguarding the RVN, it makes sense that anti-war activists and intellectuals
harbor a desire for the U.S. to disentangle completely from South Vietnam, which would
sound a death knell to the country. In this vein of thought, which agrees with North
Vietnam’s self-portrayal as the true representative of the anti-colonial Vietnamese
people, South Vietnam was decidedly on the wrong side of history and the U.S. should
not have assisted in bringing it into existence and sided with it against the North. To
Third World critics against U.S. imperialism, South Vietnam was an instance of
decolonization gone wrong. While appreciating and benefiting from the importance of the
anti-war movement and its undeniably positive impact on U.S. scholarship—especially
the rise of postcolonial, ethnic, and especially Asian American studies—“Rewriting
Vietnam” nuances the debate over South Vietnam by looking beyond the state enterprise
itself, which is ultimately a chess match commanded mostly by the political elites in
Saigon and Washington, D.C. There is no universally acknowledged yardstick to
determine a state’s legitimacy especially at the moment of its emergence. Legitimacy
may be earned, not necessarily through righteous causes like decolonization, but through
conquest and battle victories: a rule that Hanoi takes for granted. To continue asking
whether South Vietnam was legitimate or not, whether the U.S. was right or wrong to
support the RVN, means to accept the limit of statism, an ideology trenchant then and
now. Rather, “Rewriting Vietnam” takes South Vietnam as a postcolonial national
imaginary, one that depends to some extent on yet ultimately exceeds governmentality.
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The seventeenth parallel that divided North and South mattered more to Washington and
Saigon policy makers than it did and does for South Vietnamese culture makers pre– and
post–1975. That is to say, “South Vietnam” in this dissertation does not refer to any
specific territory precisely drawn and color-coded on maps. It is an imagined
community—a bona fide nation in Benedict Anderson’s definition.3 As I will show
across the chapters, state or no state, this national imaginary existed then and continues to
exist and thrive now. Diasporic literature proves the fertile ground for it.
lê’s Gangster includes a potent example of this fraught symbolic life of South
Vietnam after the war. One day, the child narrator has a nightmare about her father, a
former soldier in the South Vietnamese army:
Like a folding table, like a bed that jumps into the wall to be swallowed whole, I
see my father’s body disappearing. His elbows drawn in toward his stomach, his
back bent like a bow. One leg, then the other steps backward and is gone. His
shoulder blades fold—one into the other—like a pair of rented wings. His head
rolls back onto his neck and I see that his eyes, once black and brilliant, are now
empty of expression, like two pieces of volcanic rock that have been drowned in a
river to cool. (120)
Ba folds, shrinks, and disappears, like South Vietnam in the throes of death. If Ba stands
as a metaphor for South Vietnam, the country for which he fought and whose end ushered
in the decline of his self-worth in exile, Gangster’s child narrator here expresses the

3

In this sense, South Vietnamese postcolonial national imaginary distinguishes Vietnamese refugees from
other Cold War refugees such as those from Cuba. The struggle for South Vietnamese was not only the
political orientation of the country but postcolonial sovereignty, one that is marked as a new era after
French colonization. Cuban civil dissention between communists and anti-communists was not defined in
relation to decolonization from Spain for the creation of a new nation-state called Cuba.
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grotesquerie of South Vietnam’s afterlife. Its wings have been clipped, and a nation once
roaring like a volcano now lies like cooled rocks on a riverbed. Ba’s head rolls back,
making his shoulders hunch in a gesture of deep shame, like someone condemned for his
past actions. Poetically incarnated as a migrant subject to the violence of racism and
social deterioration in the U.S., lê reveals how South Vietnam’s fate intertwines with the
refugee’s: minimized and obliterated. Like the girl’s yellow-and-red striped sweater too
offensive to be in Mrs. Russell’s photo, the father has to stay out of the way like a folded
table and murphy bed. There is no room for him or South Vietnam in any domestic or
nation-state setting. Yet, while the father’s eyes may be “empty of expression,” the
narrator’s dream captures at least the agony of what he cannot say. Her imagination of
South Vietnam’s symbolic life may not be coherent speech, but it suffices to keep the
nation vivid and alive.
REFUGEEHOOD I: THE NATION-STATE AND DIASPORA
To mark its national ethos, Gangster begins with the following epigraph: “In
Vietnamese, the word for water and the word for a nation, a country, and a homeland are
one and the same: nu’ó’c.” This bit of linguistic wisdom flows into the story. The
narrator and her father leave Vietnam by boat with four other men to whom the narrator
sees herself connected “not by blood but by water” (3). While this sentiment gestures
toward a communal solidarity forged by the harrowing experience of sea passage, in light
of the epigraph it also contains a national meaning: the six refugees bond with each other
through South Vietnam, their lost homeland, and this relationship is so strong that it
approximates a familial tie. This relational consciousness cannot be understood
separately from the travails of South Vietnam’s nation-state trouble.
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The case of South Vietnam and its dispersed population requires more nuance in
the theoretical debate around the link between refugeehood and the nation-state. In her
essay “The Decline of the Nation-State and the End of the Rights of Man,” Hannah
Arendt identifies refugeehood not as an exception to the nation-state paradigm but its
inherent symptom. She writes, “Since the Peace Treaties of 1919 and 1920 the refugees
and the stateless have attached themselves like a curse to all the newly established states
on earth which were created in the image of the nation-state” (290). Though Arendt’s
object of study is over a century of nation-state development in Europe, including the
imperial centers that ruled the other parts of the world, she understood that her insights
would also apply to the postcolonial world precisely because anti-colonial nationalists
fervently believed in the nation-state as the antidote to the imperial paradigm. Ho Chi
Minh, in this case, fought for an independent Vietnam that would join the ranks of the
other nation-states on the global stage. That postcolonial dream was realized twice over,
but as part-nightmares: first in 1954, when the French were defeated and refugees from
the northern territory fled south of the seventeenth parallel to escape communist rule, and
again in 1975 when South Vietnamese left the country for the exact same reason. While
the end of French colonialism was cause for celebration, what came in its stead also
catalyzed massive displacements of people escaping from the very ideology that fueled
anti-colonial fervor in the first place.
Decolonization is commonly understood in terms of a people’s quest for national
autonomy from an oppressive colonial regime. The colonizer is generally assumed to be a
Western power, and the colonized the non-West. Decolonization is supposed to be the
non-West’s breaking from an exploitative Western form of governmentality. From
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Arendt’s theoretical perspective, however, decolonization was both a resistance against
one global paradigm that is in no way exclusively Western (the imperial-colonial) and an
affirmation of another Western paradigm (the nation-state). As colonialism faded, the
nation-state arose as what Carl Schmidt calls the nomos of the earth. True to Arendt’s
words, state-making, whether in early-twentieth-century Europe or late-century Asia (and
elsewhere), entails massive displacements of people. The nation-state’s parameters of
citizenship—racial, lingual, or ideological—include some under its protective
sovereignty while stripping others of legal recognition and rendering them stateless.
Arendt dubs these stateless beings “the scum of the earth” (167) who bring with them
“the dark background of mere givenness” (301) that signals the crisis of nothing less than
human civilization itself. “The danger,” Arendt warns, “is that a global, universally
interrelated civilization may produce barbarians from its own midst by forcing millions of
people into conditions which, despite all appearances, are the conditions of savages”
(302). Third World decolonization’s adoption of the nation-state is not exempt from the
form’s defect. As Vietnam asserted its presence in the world’s stage, it too proscribed
what economic and ideological thoughts would be allowed in the citizenry. After 1975,
erstwhile citizens of South Vietnam were skeptically forced into a new system of
governance. Those who supported the former RVN were either persecuted or sent to
reeducation camps. The refugees who left the country after 1975 sought to escape that
kind of statist imposition, reminding the world of the human cost of state-making even
after the bombs and guns had quieted.
There is more to be said about refugeehood as a product of and potential
deconstructive wedge in the nation-state form. Giorgio Agamben argues in Homo Sacer

10

that in a modern state “bare life”—human-beingness as such, before it is viewed through
the lens of legal personhood—is incorporated into the nation at birth when each newborn
is recognized as subject to state sovereignty (128). But this state recognition is flimsy at
best. As Arendt emphasizes time and again in her study, a citizen subject can be made
and remade not at birth but throughout his or her lifetime, contingent on ever shifting
state recognitions. The problem posed by the postwar South-Vietnamese-citizens-turnedrefugees comes from their transition not from bare life to citizen but from one form of
bios (political life as a South Vietnamese citizen) back to zoē (stateless, bare life) and—
incompletely, precariously and at times fatally—into another form of bios (political life
as a postwar Vietnamese citizen or as a citizen of a host nation). For many northern
refugees who fled south after 1954, the RVN was their statist refuge. While historians
continue to see the RVN as illegitimate entity conjured out of thin air by Washington
politicos, they ignore the fact that for millions of people South Vietnam was a working,
no matter how imperfect, proof that there could be a non-communist alternative
governance in decolonized Indochina. Even after they resettled in other host countries
like the U.S. and France, their new bios interpellations has never been guaranteed due to
the exclusionist, racist societies that simultaneously handed them new citizenship
certificates and condemned them as perpetual foreigners who should go back to where
they came from should any trouble arise, even though that place’s disappearance was the
very condition for their migration. The best result coming from this process is “a
nationally frustrated population” (Arendt 272) within or outside of reunified Vietnam,
and the worst is death, at sea or by execution.
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South Vietnam’s postcolonial national imaginary informs this study’s approach to
diaspora. Jana Evans Braziel and Anita Mannur have proposed two premises for
theorizing diaspora: “First, diaspora forces us to rethink the rubrics of nation and
nationalism, while refiguring the relations of citizens and nation-states. Second, diaspora
offers myriad, dislocated sites of contestation to the hegemonic, homogenizing forces of
globalization” (7). “Rewriting Vietnam” largely follows these two premises. However,
while these points are useful starting points for thinking broadly about what diaspora
studies can offer, their vagueness indicates diaspora theory’s difficulty in accounting for
each diasporic formation’s specificities. Lily Cho has warned that “diaspora” as a
scholarly concept is “verging on capriciousness and falling wholly into a dangerous
plasticity” (12–13).
In “Rewriting Vietnam,” I use the term diaspora as a primary framework for two
specific reasons. First, diaspora at its root implies a sense of dispersal from a place of
origin, and—because of its conceptualization via the Jewish and Armenian model—it
implies violence as the cause of that dispersal.4 Migration and transnationalism focus on
the mobile subject’s political and economic agency or the lack thereof rather than the
violence of being uprooted.5 As I show in Chapter 4, economic globalization has
increasingly privileged what Aihwa Ong calls “flexible citizenship” and highly mobile
transnational movements of people, goods, services, and capital. Vietnam has not been
exempted from this force. Yet, as the highly skilled, educated, and mobile workforce has

4

With its origin in modern warfare and violence, my usage of diaspora diverges but still benefits from
theoretical thoughts on the black diaspora.
5
To make this point, Donald Pease has distinguished between diasporic subjects (the precarious
dispossessed at the threshold of the nation-state) and transnational citizen-subjects benefiting from state
protection and transnational capital (41–42).
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taken part in new transnational formations, the South Vietnamese diaspora does not
follow the state-sponsored logic of diaspora. A wealthy person today may hold multiple
passports and properties in several countries, but his or her subjectivity depends on the
stable workings of the state. By contrast, a refugee has seen what kind of violence
transpires at the threshold of the state; his or her subjectivity, then, is a more cautious one
about what the state may give and, more poignantly, what it can take away, depending on
where the political wind blows.
Second, diaspora allows me to study together writings by writers from South
Vietnam based in France and the U.S. who are otherwise separated by their host
countries’ languages and social contexts. With diaspora’s emphasis on the homeland, as a
concept it allows an analytic framework that triangulates two diasporic formations based
on a common point of origin. This is neither to claim some unchanging Vietnamese
essence that determines diasporic subjects’ lives no matter where they end up, nor to
assume that all diasporic Vietnamese have the same politics. Though a cultural analysis,
this dissertation sees South Vietnam not as some sort of ahistorical, apolitical cultural
cradle but a short-lived state effort that still has much to say about our core assumptions
about nation-state governance, liberal inclusion, and war memories. As Chapter 3
demonstrates, refugee resistance against the unfavorable conditions of liberal inclusion in
the U.S. and France must necessarily work through the dominant political and aesthetic
regimes in both countries. In the U.S., the framework of multicultural identity politics,
especially in wake of the civil rights movement of the 1960s, has paved the path for
Asian American subjectivities to emerge on the national stage. Yet, with the anti-war
origin of Asian America as a political formation, South Vietnamese refugeehood sits
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uncomfortably in this cultural lineage. Vietnamese American interlocutors must thus
work through this discursive strait while asserting their own particularities to the country
so eager to forget the war. In France, the dominant skepticism about identitarian
politics—communautarisme—leads writers to negotiate with French republican
universalism through various expressions such as the literary avant-garde and, as shown
in Chapter 4, the new coalition for a world literature in French (littérature-monde en
français). Neither of these American and French strategies is completely satisfactory, but
they indicate the versatility of refugee politics within different regimes of liberal
inclusion. “Rewriting Vietnam” comprehends both South Vietnamese historical
particularities and French and U.S. regimes of representation in which diasporic writers
operate.
REFUGEEHOOD II: EXILE AND CRITICAL REFUGEE STUDIES
In “Rewriting Vietnam,” diasporic nationalism assumes the Third World
decolonial meaning of autonomy-seeking rather than the nativist, racist, and antiimmigrant variety in the West. In fact, anti-war activists and thinkers have for decades
celebrated Northern nationalism as the true spirit of the people; “Rewriting Vietnam”
avers that Southern nationalism, though ill-fated and deeply flawed in myriad ways, was
no less legitimate from a postcolonial perspective.6 “Rewriting Vietnam” argues that
diasporic South Vietnamese nationalism has its beginning as a de- and post-colonial
imagined community in Vietnam. This national consciousness addresses both the host
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As critics harangue over whether South Vietnam had any legitimacy because it was a thoroughly
dependent on the U.S., more attention should be paid to how much North Vietnam had to rely on
imperialistic China and the U.S.S.R. Also relevant to that debate is how the Chinese empire increasingly
flexes its muscles today in the region through territorial claims that encroach on Southeast Asian
sovereignties. In response, Hanoi has ironically turned to the U.S. as an important economic and political
ally, which curiously enough has not brought up the same question of legitimacy as during the war.
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societies and Vietnam itself. Moreover, for the South Vietnamese diaspora, this
nationalism came from a once-extant state project. This population once enjoyed their
own statist existence and became stateless when they either could not or refused to
assume the victor’s version imposed on them. By “statist” and “statism” I mean a mode
of existence made legible through the nation-state form: a political habitus hinged on the
form of governance still dominant in the world today. A statist mindset pays close
attention to state power and how immaterial matters such as history and memory are
formalized through exercises of that power. What was taken from South Vietnamese
refugees was not simply a homeland in the cultural sense; rather, they lost a form of
collective recognition in the world. This means that diasporic South Vietnamese national
consciousness, while imaginary and territorially unspecific, always already contains a
statist awareness that informs its critical stance against Hanoi.
This statist underpinning does not determine the contours of this diasporic
nationalism, however. Some diasporic South Vietnamese may want to take back the
“country”—whether only the territory south of the seventeenth parallel or the whole of
Vietnam—to retrench a new state formation that suits their political ambition. They may
be seen marching in military outfits in Little Saigon on April 30 every year, the
anniversary of the fall of Saigon. Many others—perhaps the majority—of the diaspora
harbor a non-militaristic nationalism. This nationalism can be even more subtle than
patriotism, which requires a professed love for the nation. Simply put, South Vietnamese
nationalism marks a certain political and affective investment in the existence of a South
Vietnamese nationality. A diasporic South Vietnamese subject can be nationalist,
critically so, without being patriotic. He or she may fully understand the dire situation of
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the state without letting go of the thought that there is such a thing as a non-communist
Vietnamese nationality in contradistinction to that of the North. It bears repeating that in
this nationalist imaginary, the seventeenth parallel that divides North and South is not all
that important, though the border made South Vietnam recognizable as a state. The civil
war was not about a land dispute that would move that dividing line up or down: it was
about the possibility of a non-communist Vietnamese present and future. The end of the
war has not settled that question for good. As I explore in Chapter 2, South Vietnamese
nationalism may emerge through a denunciation of South Vietnamese regimes, which
they deem corrosive to the nation’s stature. Southern nationalists may also hold onto the
unpatriotic sentiment that sees the southern state as incompetent but the northern one as
the worse evil.
Recent scholarship on diasporic Vietnamese subject formation and cultural
politics—primarily from the U.S.—have increasingly pushed for a more nuanced
understanding of this diaspora. Together they have launched a new field of inquiry called
critical refugee studies. In her seminal work The Gift of Freedom, Mimi Nguyen argues,
“The refugee figure from this war is subject to the gift twice over. In the first instance as
an object of intervention in the Cold War, and in the second as an object of deliverance in
the aftermath of military defeat, the gift of freedom suspends the distinctions between
those processes that play out in former colonies and those that appear at the imperial
centers” (23). Refugees, in Mimi Nguyen’s critique, are objects deployed by the U.S.
empire for military intervention in Asia and for recovery of military reputation after that
intervention resulted in defeat. While this study opens a new perspective for thinking
about refugeehood as created by and for U.S. imperial purposes, it gives short shrift to
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refugees’ complex subjectivity, which at times cannot be neatly contained in relation to
the U.S. alone. That is to say, The Gift of Freedom does not consider refugees’ nationalist
inclinations and homeland politics; South Vietnam itself seems rather inconsequential in
this framework.
A corrective for that pitfall comes in Yen Espiritu’s Body Counts. Here Espiritu
argues that “critical refugee studies scholars need to do more than critique; we need to be
attentive to refugees as ‘intentionalized beings’ who possess and enact their own politics
as they emerge out of the ruins of war and its aftermath” (11, emphasis in original).
Espiritu’s work offers strong examples of how Vietnamese refugees in the U.S. have
been both subject and oppositional to efforts by U.S. mainstream culture to render them
into grateful model minorities. Moreover, she also shows how refugees develop complex
strategies to continue remembering their lost country of South Vietnam in a host society
adamant about forgetting it. Yet, Espiritu shies away from dealing directly with how
Vietnamese Americans engage with homeland politics, sometimes in violent ways. This
is an issue that Long Bui and Phuong Nguyen have both tried to address in their
monographs, bringing more ethnographic examples of how refugees—particularly former
veterans of the South Vietnamese military—have spoken against the Communist Party
reigning in Vietnam and initiated protests against those Vietnamese Americans they
consider sympathetic to Hanoi or not sympathetic enough to the memory of South
Vietnam in the diaspora. By focusing on the former soldiers of South Vietnam as well as
the more public displays of politics (protests and the visual arts), however, these studies
ignore other important historical, ideological, and cultural thoughts offered in narrative
forms. I will return to this point shortly.
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More recently, scholars have sought more capacious theoretical frames to discuss
diasporic culture. In her study of Vietnam–U.S. cultural interactions, Marguerite Nguyen
uses the term “refugeeness” as the discursive situation in which South Vietnamese found
themselves when they left Vietnam for more clement circumstances. Though Marguerite
Nguyen refrains from elaborating “refugeeness” as a theoretical concept, her usage of the
term indicates that it exceeds the rhetoric of crisis and emergency that international
organizations have used to frame this particular population (139). Refugees themselves
have found other ways to live in refugeeness beyond the stunting and silencing
perspective of rescue and aid. More compelling is Vinh Nguyen’s concept of
“refugeetude,” which tries to break the impasse of the legal definition of refugee.
Technically speaking, a refugee ceases to be a refugee after he or she is legally permitted
to stay in another country as a resident and eventually bestowed citizenship as a
safeguard against statelessness. By this definition, no diasporic Vietnamese today can
claim refugeehood any longer. Yet, refugeeness lingers and cannot be erased with a
certificate of residency or citizenship. Vinh Nguyen’s concept intervenes in this
discursive lacuna. He writes, “Through the concept of refugeetude, we can comprehend
refugee not as an irregularity or disruption of political subjecthood—a crisis to be
resolved—but as an experiential resource for developing significant and durable ways of
being in and moving through the world” (111). Refugeetude is an attitude, “a form of
subjectivity—an experience, consciousness, and knowledge that lingers even when the
legal designation is lifted or one that might be present before the designation comes into
effect” (114). A key intervention in critical refugee studies, refugeetude asks critics to
think about the refugees’ politics and cultural propensities in ways that may not always
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be about the U.S. empire. Though a generous concept, Vinh Nguyen’s refugeetude seems
to place more emphasis on the self than its environment. If Mimi Nguyen foregrounds
empire at the expense of refugee subjectivities, Vinh Nguyen spotlights refugees while
keeping larger historical and ideological forces at arm’s length.
“Rewriting Vietnam” seeks a balanced focus on subject formation and the
contexts in which it occurs. The term “refugeehood” particularly fits this purpose.
According to the Merriam-Webster Dictionary, the suffix “-hood” carries four meanings:
1) a state, condition, quality, and quality (hardihood, widowerhood); 2) time, period
(childhood); 3) instance of a (specified) state or quality (falsehood); and 4) individuals
sharing a (specified) state or character (brotherhood). Refugeehood thus means the
condition and quality of being a refugee (meanings 1 and 3) as well as a shared collective
experience (meaning 4). Refugeehood encompasses both the personal and the collective
dimensions of being a refugee. Refugeehood also marks a specific temporality (meaning
3). However, the refugee’s timeline here does not depend on the telos of the legal
definition (refugee becoming citizen), nor does it align with the timeline of the nation
(the progressive model minority in the U.S. or the progress of reunified Vietnam).
Refugeehood carries a less essentialist quality than refugeeness: being a refugee does not
emanate from the person of the refugee but comes from a particular, violent interaction
with the state. Moreover, unlike refugeetude, refugeehood does not particularize a
viewpoint that it cannot define. Rather than stating, as Vinh Nguyen does, that a refugee
somehow takes on a consciousness called refugeetude which cannot be delineated
exactly, with refugeehood I say instead that a person lives in a social condition of
exclusion defined vis-à-vis the state that shapes his or her consciousness. The difference
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lies in the emphasis: refugeehood does not leave out of its purview the historical
condition that creates the social relation which forces a response, political and aesthetic,
from the refugee. Meanwhile, refugeehood does address Vinh Nguyen’s concern with
temporality: refugeehood does not end when a law or state says so.
DIASPORIC LITERARY AND POLITICAL INTERVENTIONS
“Rewriting Vietnam” posits that diasporic South Vietnamese literature written in
English and French and published abroad in fact belongs to a writing tradition that has
produced some celebrated texts of Vietnamese anti-colonial nationalism, such as Phan
Boi Chau’s History of the Loss of Vietnam (Viet Nam vong quoc su) (1905), written in
Chinese while Phan lived in Japan, and Nguyen Ai Quoc’s The French Colonial Process
(Le procès de la colonisation française), written in French while Nguyen—later Ho Chi
Minh—worked in Paris. This tradition precedes independent Vietnam and outlives the
civil war. Overseas, Vietnamese nationalists of all stripes have produced texts containing
ideas considered scandalous and seditious by ruling regimes in-country, French or
indigenous, northern or southern. Writing in foreign languages, the writers reach
audiences beyond their compatriots. In this sense, their works show an awareness of two
readerships: they speak both to the domestic elite who can access the texts and to the
world on behalf of their country. Conscious that South Vietnam began as a French
construction and subsequently subsisted on U.S. life support, South Vietnamese overseas
know too well the charge of being stooges to foreigners. Their literature provides an
opportunity for self-representation and even national defense, countering Hanoi’s
worldwide propaganda in the West. Despite its generally anti-communist sentiments, this
literature is not an extended arm of the Saigon government. On the contrary, writing
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abroad allows for freedom of ideas unacceptable to both wartime regimes and to those
currently in power. Diasporic literature, then, while enveloped in the politics of the Cold
and civil war, has a political autonomy that makes it, to use Vo Phien’s remark
mentioned before, not a supplement. Indeed, this literature moves beyond the rigid ideas
in both North and South as well as reveals a remarkable degree of heterogeneity in
nationalist thought.
An incident in Gangster encapsulates diasporic literature’s ambition and the kind
of politics that narrative forms can do. While the girl narrator and her father stay at the
Russells’ home, they face numerous restraints in their everyday life. One object
belonging to Mel, Mrs. Russell’s son, captures the girl’s attention: a paperweight of a
rosin-captured butterfly, which comes to symbolize her feeling of inhibition, as she
recounts: “I held the disk up to my ear and listened. At first all I heard was the sound of
my own breathing, but then I heard a soft rustling, like wings brushing against a
windowpane. The rustling was a whispered song. It was the butterfly’s way of speaking,
and I thought I understood it” (25). The girl gives life to the butterfly by projecting her
desire of liberation onto the butterfly. It wants to be freed because she wants to be freed.
She understands it because it says what she wants to say. The narrator does not take
immobility as a fact of life without the possibility of change, however. She decides to
free the butterfly in a symbolic act by throwing the paperweight into Mel’s glass cabinet
(34), which leads to the refugees’ expulsion from the Russells’ home (31). Read
allegorically, this striking depiction reveals what diasporic literary imagination can do: it
breaks the glass house of the host country’s conventions. This is a risky move, since the
threat of rejection hovers over every decision. The young girl tries to free the butterfly
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and as a result frees herself and her father from the stultifying sponsor’s home, but then
they become nomads no longer deserving of American hospitality.
This episode in lê’s novel also uncovers the precarious predicament of diasporic
literature written in the languages of the host countries. While there are many diasporic
Vietnamese texts written in Vietnamese by the first generation and texts written in other
languages, “Rewriting Vietnam” looks more closely at texts written in English and
French intended for first audiences in the U.S. and France, though they certainly enjoy
wider readerships across the anglophone and francophone worlds. While Vietnamese
materials do come under consideration across the dissertation, I am more interested in
how diasporic Vietnamese writers based in the U.S. and France try to narrativize and
articulate their refugeehood with all its nuances to their host societies. “Rewriting
Vietnam” includes a transgenerational cast of writers, loosely speaking. Duong Thu
Huong (Chapter 1) and Ly Thu Ho (Chapter 2) belong to the first generation: those who
witnessed the Vietnam War as adults; Anna Moï (Chapter 4) was a young adult when the
war ended. The other writers—Monique Truong (Chapter 1), Viet Thanh Nguyen
(Chapter 3), Linda Lê (Chapter 3), and Andrew X. Pham (Chapter 4)—belong to the 1.5
generation: they were young children when they left Vietnam as refugees.
While the dissertation could include second-generation writers (Aimee Phan, for
example), I have decided to focus on authors who have experienced refugeehood and
exile first-hand. With the exception of Moï and Pham—the only nonfiction works studied
in “Rewriting Vietnam”—none of the authors write about their own lived experiences.
That said, their books exemplify the double consciousness of being ethnic subjects in
France and the U.S. and being former subjects of a state that no longer exists. This double
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consciousness, cognizant of South Vietnam’s symbolic afterlife as well as dominant
representations of the war in the West, has given rise to an impressive, transnational, and
coherent literary corpus that this dissertation examines in great detail. This literature is
still thriving today with new works gaining national attention, the latest at the time of my
writing being Ocean Vuong’s On Earth We’re Briefly Gorgeous, to which I turn in the
dissertation’s coda. Thanks to the impactful work of critical refugee studies scholars and
the high national prestige earned by the writers themselves, diasporic Vietnamese
literature has made it to the upper echelon of the literary scenes in both France and the
U.S. Yet, as second-generation writers emerge on the scene, as capitalistic Vietnam
continues to attract diasporic subjects into its prosperous hold, and as new Vietnamese
diasporic formations grow, the future of this South Vietnamese diasporic literature is
indeed uncertain and precarious.
Diasporic writers must account for not only the stories they wish to tell but also
the literary histories and conventions in which they operate. In the U.S. context, Asian
American studies has increasingly opened up new venues of inquiry to include
Vietnamese American cultural politics. In Cold War Friendships, Josephine Park argues,
“War fashions its own space and time, and the coordinates of Asian America have been,
and continue to be, defined by wartime vectors” (14). By broadening its outlook beyond
the older model of ethnic inclusion in the space of U.S. culture, Asian American studies
can account for more subjectivities, such as Korean American and Vietnamese American
“friendlies” who put pressure on how the two hot wars of the Cold War are remembered
in the U.S. “Rewriting Vietnam” continues this line of critique by transnationalizing the
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frame even further to include the legacy of South Vietnam at the core of diasporic
Vietnamese thought.
This dissertation also brings in the French diasporic branch to show the globality
of diasporic consciousness. While francophone Vietnamese literature has had a long
history dating back to the early twentieth century, the American war in Vietnam has not
enjoyed a prominent presence in studies of this literary lineage. After decolonization in
1954 to the present day, the French language’s grip has been loosened so significantly
that in a span of less than a generation Vietnam ceased to be a francophone country.
Additionally, the America’s Vietnam War in the French imagination had nothing to do
with France, and the postwar francophone Vietnamese literature have less of a hold in
France than francophone literature from former colonies in the Caribbean or North
Africa. “Rewriting Vietnam” provides a critical framework to understand this
francophone diasporic literature. While it does not claim to be a major intervention in
French or francophone studies, it does argue that a study of this body of francophone
works benefits from Asian American and critical refugee studies developing in the U.S.
The dissertation thus considers francophone works by Ly Thu Ho, Linda Lê, and Anna
Moï under a U.S.-based rubric as a risky, transnational, methodological experiment. My
hope is that as I decentralize the U.S. and foreground refugeehood, I can make more
space for a meaningful engagement with francophone works by diasporic Vietnamese
writers as well.
PROJECT OVERVIEW
“Rewriting Vietnam” studies various aspects of refugeehood in different literary
genres in four chapters. Each chapter parallels U.S. and francophone works under one
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historical or theoretical frame to showcase not only the coherence of the literary corpus
but also its fissures and divergences across contexts and languages. With two
exception—Duong Thu Huong’s The Zenith in Chapter 1 and Linda Lê’s Slander in
Chapter 3—all the texts in French and other supplementary materials in Vietnamese are
presented in my own translation with the original texts included in the footnotes as
references.
Chapter 1, “Revising Ho Chi Minh: Diasporic Historical Fiction in The Book of
Salt and The Zenith,” focuses on the preeminent figure of postcolonial Vietnam: Ho Chi
Minh, the anti-colonial hero known around the world and founder of the victorious
Northern regime. The chapter examines the ways Vietnamese American author Monique
Truong’s The Book of Salt (2003) and Parisian writer-in-exile Duong Thu Huong’s The
Zenith (2012) co-opt Ho’s wartime autobiographies to subvert the national party’s official
historiography. Here I argue that Truong and Duong’s diasporic looks to the past
constitute a critical refusal of a deadened national future, and both wield self-conscious
fictional versions of Ho’s modern hagiography as a powerful tool against the prevailing
national myth.
Chapter 2, “Diasporic South Vietnam: Literary Nationalisms in Ly Thu Ho’s and
Lan Cao’s Novel Sequences,” continues the first chapter’s concern with literary
treatments of alternative historiography. Studying two novel sequences that meditate on
the symbolic life of South Vietnam during its existence as well as its postlapsarian
preservation abroad, I bring my own translations of the original French texts to the
chapter’s comparative frame. The first novel sequence is a francophone trilogy published
in Paris by French Vietnamese author Ly Thu Ho: Printemps inachevé (Bereft
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Springtime, 1962), Au milieu du carrefour (Mid-Junction, 1969), and Le Mirage de la
paix (The Mirage of Peace, 1986). The second series is an English-language pair of
novels published in the U.S. by Vietnamese American author Lan Cao: Monkey Bridge
(1997) and The Lotus and the Storm (2014). Strung on a chronological timeline, the five
novels, whose publication dates range over fifty years from the early 1960s until the early
2010s, collectively construct and preserve RVN thoughts and sensibilities outside of
Vietnam from the 1940s to its contemporary diaspora. This chapter shows how Ly and
Cao deploy historical fiction as a way to preserve and meditate on South Vietnamese
history and ideological intricacies both during and after its existence.
While the first two chapters engage extensively with Vietnamese history and the
questions of postcolonial nation-formation, the latter chapters bring the dissertation’s
focus to more present- and future-oriented concerns. Chapter 3, “Diasporic Unsettlement:
Liberal Inclusion and Its Discontents in Linda Lê’s Slander and Viet Nguyen’s The
Sympathizer” investigates works by the two most celebrated diasporic Vietnamese writers
today: French author Linda Lê, nominee of the 2012 Prix Goncourt des lycéens and
winner of the Sorbonne’s 1997 Prix Fénéon, and U.S. novelist Viet Nguyen, winner of
the 2016 Pulitzer Prize. I show how Lê’s Slander (Calomnies, 1993) and Nguyen’s The
Sympathizer (2015) adapt the portrait-of-the-artist novel genre to theorize refugee
belonging in France and the U.S., respectively. The two texts express a strong
disaffection with liberal inclusion, which seeks to erase the particularities of refugeehood
as well as the war’s history. In their highly sophisticated novels, Lê and Nguyen posit
difficult ways to retain a critical stance in both politics and aesthetics in the dominant
cultural spaces of France and the U.S.
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Chapter 4, “Liberation, Liberalization, and Diasporic Breaks in Andrew X.
Pham’s and Anna Moï’s Travelogues of Return,” deviates from the other chapters’ focus
on fiction novels to examine two nonfiction narratives of travel: Andrew X. Pham’s
Catfish and Mandala (1999) and Anna Moï’s The Year of the Fire Pig (L’Année du
cochon de feu, 2008). I examine how the two diasporic South Vietnamese writers grapple
with a rapidly changing Vietnam after the country’s economic reforms which since the
late 1980s have ushered in unprecedented wealth. Pham and Moï reveal the difficulty of
holding onto the memory of South Vietnam while facing a Vietnam that wants to forget
the war and zoom toward a future of global capital. Both texts then offer philosophical
meditations on how a diasporic subject may transcend the deep divisions of the past and
move toward a meaningful, non-capitalistic reconciliation.
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CHAPTER 1
QUEER DIASPORIC REVISIONS OF HO CHI MINH IN
THE BOOK OF SALT AND THE ZENITH
From the start, Ho Chi Minh’s life story has been an elaborate literary
construction that throws into question fixed assumptions about genre and authorial intent.
The first account, Tran Dan Tien’s Glimpses of Chairman Ho’s Life (Chuyện về đời hoạt
động của Hồ Chủ Tịch), published in French as L’Itinéraire de Ho Chi Minh jusqu’à
1945, was completed in 1948. This small book covers Ho’s travels abroad from 1911 to
his declaration of Vietnamese independence 1945. When Ho, the new president of the
Democratic Republic of Vietnam, refuses to give an account of his own life because he is
“a man too absorbed in his work and otherwise too modest to spend time talking about
himself to me,” Tran embarks on an investigative journey to interview those who have
known Ho in Vietnam and overseas (L’Itinéraire 4). His subjects include a former
shipmate who boarded with Ho in his first sea voyage to France, a fellow domestic
worker in a French suburb, a fellow cook in London who recounted Ho’s apprentice
under the famous Chef Escoffier, a French comrade who told of Ho’s time in Leningrad
and Moscow, among others. Together, these voices make up a mosaic of Ho’s journey
abroad to obtain a global education among the working class and find a way to bring
independence to Vietnam. Interestingly, as the narrative drives toward the glorious
moment of Ho’s speech at Ba Dinh Square in Hanoi, Tran’s witnesses also fade away as
the narrative slips into an omnipresent third-person account.7 The inconsistent slippage
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The analysis is based on the Vietnamese original and the French translation. The English translation is
narrated wholly in third-person that includes neither Tran’s first-person explanation of his narrative method
nor any of the witnesses. Quotations from French and Vietnamese texts are my own translations; I use
official translations if available.
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from first- to third-person narration marks more than a case of bad writing. Tran is Ho
himself writing under a pseudonym, and the cast of witnesses who purport to fill in Ho’s
silence are fictional (Duiker 579, Quinn-Judge 5, Brocheux 5–6, 209n14). Put another
way, Ho is writing a first-person account through Tran’s third-person perspective while
preserving Tran’s first-person voice—a plan that Ho seems to abandon mid-story. In this
topsy-turvy narrative scheme that masks Ho’s autobiography as a mosaic biography, Ho
populates his autobiography with a multitude of subjects reflecting on an absent center,
thus disobeying the genre’s demand for a steady consistency of immanent voice and
subjectivity. At his authorial insistence, the president’s life story finds its earliest
emergence in the literary realm that infuses facts with fiction.
Given Ho’s status as the founding hero of independent Vietnam, the Communist
Party of Vietnam—the only ruling political party in the country—canonizes his narrative
and lays claim to Ho’s symbolic life. Fifteen years after Tran’s Glimpses, Ho manipulates
the genre again in his second autobiography titled Stories Told on the Trail (Vừa đi
đường vừa kể chuyện), a collection of anecdotes by a fictional narrator and author named
T. Lan about Ho’s life before 1945. The work was first serialized then published as a
book in 1963. The Ho Chi Minh Museum and The Gioi Publishers in Hanoi published an
English translation by Lady Borton in 2009. In this work, T. Lan—another of Ho’s
fictional narrators—is part of a retinue accompanying Ho Chi Minh on a trail toward the
northern border front in 1950. T. Lan claims to write down the account from Ho’s own
words as well as he can remember (17–18). The project is conceived as an early 1960s
retelling of Ho’s story from French war to uplift the morale of the people in the American
war (153). While T. Lan’s Stories offers little new information about Ho’s life after
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Tran’s Glimpses, it is the only autobiography that Hanoi officiates and promotes by
“outing” Ho as the author.8 The English translation offers more than just the narrative:
almost every other page of the book includes an image of either Ho or relevant
documents selected from the Museum’s archive, such as Ho’s handwritten and
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Lady Borton in the translator’s note claims that Stories is “the only autobiography written by Hồ Chí
Minh,” and “Trần Dân Tiên is not Hồ Chí Minh. Hồ Chí Minh never used the pseudonym Trần Dân Tiên”
(9). This authorial disavowal of Glimpses is exclusive to Borton’s translation, as the last Vietnamese
edition in 2007 before the translation’s release does not make the explicit claim that Stories was written by
Ho. While the Party’s stance on this question of authorship is implicit in its permission of Borton’s words,
no Party officials have publicly made this refutation. Among Western experts, Borton is the sole dissenter,
given that established historians who have written about Ho—William Duiker and Sophie Quinn-Judge in
the U.S.; Pierre Brocheux and Alain Ruscio in France—unanimously agree that Tran is Ho’s pseudonym.
Borton provides no explanation and cites no credible source for her astounding claim, seemingly relying on
the authoritative nature of the work to speak for itself.
Reading Glimpses and Stories side by side, I see clear stylistic similarities that support the
historians’ claim. First, both accounts construct frame tales to contain the biography: Tran is a sort of
investigative journalist who interviews multiple subjects for two years to write the book; T. Lan
accompanies Ho on the trail and writes down his words. In both accounts, the narrators never mention their
occupations and how they gain access to Ho. Second, both accounts frequently use the list as a rhetoric
device; Ho would often break the flow of his prose into itemized short paragraphs that clarify his ideas.
Third, there are clear repetitions of details from the Glimpses to Stories. A complete comparison between
the two texts is out of this chapter’s scope. It suffices to point out that when Ho talks about his arrest in
Hong Kong by the British secret police and his subsequent release thanks to the British lawyer Frank
Loseby, the courtroom details are strikingly similar, including the instance of Ho and Loseby having to
communicate by writing on small pieces of paper (Tran, L’Itinéraire 76, T. Lan 82). Ho’s gratitude to
Loseby is expressed in both accounts (Tran, L’Itinéraire 80, T. Lan 84). Also, the opening of his recounts
of his time in Russia both start with a remark on the blanketing white snow of the landscape (Tran,
L’Itinéraire 48, T. Lan 41). If the publishers of Stories were correct in their joint statement, “Hồ Chí Minh
wrote this work decades after the events he describes and without the use of a diary or journal” (6), one
would have to conclude that Ho for no good reason plagiarized Tran’s account to write his supposed “only
autobiography.” Therefore, in my analysis, I see both Glimpses and Stories as written by Ho in two
different contexts: the French war and the American war. Whereas the first account is burdened with
presenting the president to the public who may not know him very well in the late 1940s, the second
account is tasked with boosting the war-worn people’s spirit in the early 1960s.
To challenge Hanoi’s narrative is not to subscribe to undue skepticism because the Party admitted
to doctoring Ho’s date of death as September 3, 1969 instead of September 2 to sidestep the irony that he
died on Independence Day. The public correction of the record only happened twenty years after his death
in 1989 (“Vì sao 20 năm mới công bố”). It bears mentioning that in 2009 Vietnam asked the United
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) to recognize Stories in its Memory
of the World Program, apparently with no success (“Chương trình kí ức thế giới”). One may guess why
Hanoi wants to promote Stories and suppress Glimpses as one of Ho’s legitimate autobiographies. Perhaps
the state wants to adhere to the rule of oneness when it comes to official narratives. Perhaps Glimpses poses
the problem of Ho glorifying himself when Tran ends with lofty praises for the president when Ho declares
Vietnamese independence, a problem that Stories avoids by ending with the people’s wartime morale
instead of Ho’s stature. In the state’s image, Ho is always a humble man who cares less for himself than for
his people.
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typewritten drafts and arrest reports.9 In effect, the institution’s editing work supplies the
narrative with an extraliterary visual exhibit of Ho’s life. In affirming T. Lan as Ho—
with almost thirty close-cropped images of the drafts followed by detailed captions about
Ho’s word choices—the state also furthers the mythic iconization of the man and
sanctifies the text as his legacy.10 By supplementing the book with archival materials, the
Museum provides a carefully packaged text that complements the president’s embalmed
corpse on display in the Ho Chi Minh Mausoleum nearby.11 The state through its
memorial apparatuses appropriates Ho’s genre-bending work for its nationalist
hagiography and in the process precludes any other interpretations of Ho’s life.
As Ho’s literary project becomes incorporated into the state’s cult of personality
in Vietnam, it fails to gain traction in the diaspora. In January 1999, four hundred
Vietnamese people in Westminster, a small city in Orange County, California, rallied and
sent a message to the rest of the U.S. and beyond: Ho Chi Minh was an enemy to this
community characterized by a New York Times reporter as “rabidly anti-Communist”
(Terry, “Passions of Vietnam War”). The Vietnamese diaspora in the U.S. was formed in
painful loss after the fall of Saigon in 1975 and continued to grow in the 80s and 90s as
waves of refugees fled from communist Vietnam over the years. Westminster, which
came to be known as Little Saigon, “is often referred to as the capital of the Vietnamese
diaspora” (Valverde 7). The controversy was sparked when Truong Van Tran, the owner

9

All versions of Glimpses also include several photographs of Ho but no images of handwritten or
typewritten drafts.
10
One caption even mentions that Ho used a “Parker T-ball Jotter pen” (14), apparently not to prove any
point other than the meticulousness of the editing job.
11
Standing before this embalmed body, Viet Thanh Nguyen reflects, “Is this body a heroic statue or a
gruesome zombie, kept alive against its will by a state that defied Ho Chi Minh’s wishes that he be
cremated, his ashes spread over the country? Both. His body, or its facsimile, is a stage prop for the
Communist Party, its war machine, and its industry of memory” (158).
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a video store called Hi Tek in a strip mall in Little Saigon decided to use his shop
window as an exhibit of Ho Chi Minh’s image among other communist symbols—the
same kind of exhibit tacked onto the pages of Stories. His store was vandalized, and Tran
himself was physically assaulted. A lawsuit was brought against Tran, claiming that his
display constituted “fighting words.” Truong Van Tran won it by claiming freedom of
speech.12 Losing this legal battle only added to the protestors’ agony. From their
perspective, the communists robbed them of their homeland, and many of them were
forced to endure the traumatizing reeducation camps after the war. As one of them said,
“Hell is already on Earth […] [a]nd the devil is Ho Chi Minh” (qtd. in Phan, “What Fuels
the Outrage”). The portrait of Ho was a symbolic offense that the protesters tried to resist
with their endless testimonies claiming the truth of misery under Communist oppression.
This incident became the subject of the 2004 cinema verité documentary Saigon, U.S.A.
The political opposition between Hanoi and Little Saigon is clear, and so is the clash of
genres: against the Vietnamese state’s mythic iconology based on Ho’s literary
endeavors, the diaspora offers the hard realism of war pain and grief.
The antagonistic rift of public representation surrounding Ho between Vietnam
and its diaspora does not lead to a paralysis of narrative creativity, however. This chapter
explores the ways in which Vietnamese American author Monique Truong’s The Book of
Salt (2003) and Parisian writer-in-exile Duong Thu Huong’s The Zenith (2012) adapt and
rewrite the life story of the revolutionary icon Ho Chi Minh, thereby revising Vietnamese
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It is worth noting that from the U.S. perspective the protesters were infringing on Truong Van Tran’s
freedom of speech, an observation that would lend itself to the stereotype that recent immigrants disrespect
the law and do not value their newfound liberties. However, from the diaspora’s perspective, the
storeowner rubbed salt on a war wound that cannot be contained in the mainstream immigrant narrative.
This is why they charged the man with “fighting words,” meant seriously as words that would push the
refugees back into the war from which they escaped.
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historiography and unsettling the country’s war legacy. Both contemporary novels of
national development from the Vietnamese diaspora13 center on two motifs: the family’s
breakdown which leads to exile and the failure of self-determination through strategic
intimacies. These tales exemplify the national-allegorical impulse which Frederic
Jameson has attributed in an admittedly simplistic way to Third World literature, in the
sense that “the story of the private individual destiny is always an allegory of the
embattled situation of the public third-world culture and society” (69–70, italics in
original). I argue that, while their differences reject any assumption of discursive
homogeneity in the diaspora, The Book of Salt and the The Zenith—the only two
diasporic Vietnamese novels with worldwide circulation to feature complex portraits of
Nguyen Ai Quoc/Ho Chi Minh—demonstrate diasporic literature’s effort to resist
Vietnam’s reductive story of liberation, present alternative understandings of Vietnamese
identity, and imagine radical possibilities for country’s past and potential future.

13

Though it is beyond the scope of this chapter to explicate comprehensively the Vietnamese particularity
within the protean field of diaspora studies, a note on my usage of the term “diaspora” is in order. My focus
here is not on the development and characteristics of the Vietnamese diaspora in France and the U.S. but
the diasporic condition of possibility for certain narratives by writers originally from Vietnam yet writing
abroad vis-à-vis the legacy of the Vietnam War and the Vietnamese state’s propaganda. Indeed, one may
argue that the post–1975 Vietnamese dispersal meets most of Khachig Tölölyan’s standards of diaspora
culled from the “classical” Jewish, Armenian, and Greek models; namely, it starts with a coerced
uprooting, has a defined homeland identity and a collective memory, and continues to have contact with the
homeland (12–15). While I do not wish to regulate what counts as an “appropriate” diaspora, I share critics’
concern that “diaspora” as a term has been conflated into an unhelpful broad stroke for hybridity,
globalization, postcolonial and minority. Thus, I agree with Lily Cho that “Diaspora must be understood as
a condition of subjectivity and not as an object of analysis” (14). This formulation respects the historical
specificities of the Vietnamese diasporic texts studied here and moves past the superficiality of the
definitional impulse into the political interventions made possible by the diasporic condition. The diasporic
cultural identity is therefore “Not an essence but a positioning,” in Stuart Hall’s words (237, emphasis in
original). In other words, I seek an “anti-abstractionist” use of the term (B. Edwards, The Practice of
Diaspora 12) by focusing on the literary practices of the Vietnamese diaspora. Rogers Brubaker has made a
similar point: “Rather than speak of ‘a diaspora’ or ‘the diaspora’ as an entity, a bounded group, an
ethnodemographic or ethnocultural fact, it may be more fruitful, and certainly more precise, to speak of
diasporic stances, projects, claims, idioms, practices, and so on” (13).

33

I hasten to state that the novels’ particularities resist a homogeneous
categorization of diasporic Vietnamese literature. First, the texts are intended for different
linguistic audiences although their subsequent translations blur the borders. The Book of
Salt was written in English intended for an American audience. It was first published by
Houghton Mifflin in the United States in 2003. A French translation from Payot &
Rivages with the title Le Livre du sel made the text available to readers of French in
2005. The Zenith was written in Vietnamese with the title Đỉnh cao chói lọi (literally The
Dazzling Peak), but it was never published in Vietnam, although the Vietnamese original
is available for download online from various forums. The print versions of Duong’s
novel came to the public eye only in its French and English translations, first as Au Zénith
in 2009 from Sabine Wespieser then as The Zenith from Viking in 2012. The texts’
differences in languages and publication histories reflect the authors’ backgrounds.
Truong, born in Saigon (now Ho Chi Minh City), came to the U.S. as a child after the fall
of South Vietnam in 1975 and received her education at Yale and Columbia. She
conceived The Book of Salt specifically as a Vietnamese American contribution to the
Asian American literary canon. Duong, on the other hand, was born in northern Vietnam
and fought as a Communist against the U.S. and its South Vietnamese ally during the
war. More than twenty years older than Truong, Duong had a robust and controversial
career as a dissident writer in Hanoi before she chose to live in exile in Paris in 2006.
While Duong’s Vietnamese novels were translated into English and French before her
exile, The Zenith is her first novel written in exile. These differences in the writers’
backgrounds and their novels’ contexts demonstrate the diversity of the Vietnamese
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diaspora and its thoughts between Hanoi and Saigon; among Vietnam, France, and the
U.S.; among Vietnamese, French, and English.
The authors’ discrete writing and publishing contexts are reflected in the novels’
critical paradigms and stylistic choices. The Book of Salt is an extensive first person
internal monologue from a racially and sexually alienated subject, building on modernist
examples such as Ralph Ellison’s classic Invisible Man (1952). With its critical view of
French colonialism and Gertrude Stein and Alice Toklas’s social privilege, the novel is
also a postcolonial attempt to challenge Western canonical literary figures, a tradition that
includes well-known works such as Jean Rhys’s Wide Sargasso Sea (1966) and Aimé
Césaire’s A Tempest (Une Tempête) (1969). The novel follows a looping structure that
shuttles back and forth between Saigon and Paris, past and present, disrupting time and
space. There is no denouement, and the protagonist Bình is caught in stasis in the end.
The text foregrounds a complex tapestry of affect that cannot be explained by the
traditional scheme of character development. Truong’s novel contributes a postcolonial
queer of color voice to early twenty-first century debates of identity politics and
multiculturalism in the U.S. and to a large extent in France as well. The Book of Salt’s
critical legibility has garnered substantial academic attention over the years. On the other
hand, The Zenith remains unstudied by academics, as is most of Duong’s oeuvre, despite
her international fame. This lack of attention among scholars can be explained by
Duong’s primarily internecine concern. Duong is not legible as a postcolonial and
feminist writer explicitly critiquing patriarchy or Western cultural domination,
colonialism, and imperialism. Instead, she writes about the internal conflicts and strife of
Vietnamese people in Vietnam mainly in the post-unification era. Her primary intended
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audience, before and arguably during her exile, is Vietnamese, and the foreign language
translations of her work cannot adequately explain the numerous cultural assumptions
and traditional idioms that she uses. The Zenith reflects Duong’s intramural concern in its
multi-plot structure told in the third person omniscient point of view. The novel weaves
together the story of Ho’s life and those of several residents of Lan Vu village, creating
an epic Vietnamese tale that crosses representational registers between the peasantry and
the Party elite of Vietnam in the 1950s and 60s. The novels’ textual differences showcase
the aesthetic heterogeneity of diasporic Vietnamese literature which can enter disparate
critical discourses.
Despite the dissimilarities between the authors and between their novels, from
their particular diasporic vantage points, The Book of Salt and The Zenith adapt Ho’s
biography for their own narrative purposes while observing two main themes: the
struggle for autonomy through strategic intimacies and the suffering of injustice in exile.
These novels challenge the Vietnamese state’s discursive monopoly over Ho’s life story
and present diasporic interventions in issues of Vietnamese national identity. As such,
they are Vietnamese narratives from abroad that are unacceptable to the state and hence
impossible in the country. Both are historical novels featuring subjects in exile as their
protagonists, and both converge on the figure of Ho: In The Book of Salt Ho appears as
Nguyen Ai Quoc roaming Paris in the late 1920s. More significantly, I show that the
protagonist Bình, as a South Vietnamese image of Ho, follows Ho’s journey but diverges
from his political trajectory. In The Zenith Ho lives in social alienation and melancholia
on top of a mountain in the late 60s. The iconoclast nature of the novels extends beyond
their figurations of Ho. The Book of Salt challenges the status of Gertrude Stein and Alice
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Toklas as the Lost Generation’s cultural avant-gardes; The Zenith villainizes Le Duan and
Le Duc Tho, the two most powerful men in the Vietnamese Workers’ Party who break
Ho’s family and subject him to silent grief. Both texts approach the problematics of the
nation through the drama of romantic and kinship ties. The Book of Salt explores the
dynamics of collaboration and betrayal in Bình’s queer sexual intimacies while The
Zenith deals with Ho’s misery under imposed bachelorhood. These thematic and subject
similarities warrant an analysis that views the texts as a matching pair.
A comparative hermeneutic reveals a larger diasporic literary effort across
contexts and languages, one that recasts the sanctified narrative of Vietnam’s modern
hero at the core of the party-state’s historiography in order to sculpt other possible
histories and modes of national identification. In the following analysis, I read Bình in
The Book of Salt as the southern Vietnamese version of Nguyen Ai Quoc/Ho Chi Minh. I
show that Bình’s triptych of queer romances are formal experiments of international
alliances that sidestep Marxist ideology in the search for autonomy; these experiments
mark a national consciousness that later characterizes non-communist South Vietnam.
Whereas Bình’s interracial relations—with a French chef in Saigon and a mixed-race
American in Paris—are failed attempts at trading intimacy for equal personhood, his one
night stand with a fictional Quoc is a gift imbued with hope for nonviolent national
unification. I then turn to The Zenith’s depiction of Ho’s complex national consciousness
and his familial deprivation in the 1950s and 60s. In the novel, the Party breaks apart the
nuclear family structure, symbolically castrates its own hero, and bastardizes his children.
Duong carefully distinguishes Ho from Chairman Man (fictional Mao Zedong) and
suggests that the Party has become too closely attached to China and lost its Vietnamese
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spirit. The intricate formal alignments and detachments in both novels exemplify the
authors’ non-communist aspirations for Vietnam. With daring visions possible only in the
diaspora, Truong and Duong write against the Manichean strictures of the global Cold
War–Vietnamese civil war and imagine, through nostalgia, alternative directions for
Vietnam’s national development.
QUEER INTERNATIONAL INTIMACIES IN THE BOOK OF SALT
The genesis for The Book of Salt can be traced to Truong’s academic work on the
question of Vietnamese American literary representation, a clear indication that she
aligns her criticism with Asian American cultural politics. In an essay with an
encyclopedia-entry title “Vietnamese American Literature,” included in editor King-Kok
Cheung’s seminal 1997 anthology An Interethnic Companion to Asian American
Literature, Truong sketches the contours of an emerging post–1975 literature written by
Vietnamese refugees in the U.S. “Life as a refuge-seeker and a peace-seeker has placed
us in a United States battle zone of historical revisionism, racial tensions, and ideological
maneuverings,” Truong explains. “Playing out a grotesque but unfortunately applicable
metaphor, Vietnamese American lives and their textual reincarnations have provided the
newest arsenals for this national infighting” (219). The first Vietnamese American
narratives produced in collaboration with white translators and co-authors have been
strategically turned into tools for postwar redemption, according to Truong. The essay’s
first person plural perspective suggests that the author speaks as a representative for her
ethnic group against the American publishing industry that instrumentalizes their
narratives with little regard for their interests. Truong here points to works such as
Wendy Wilder Larsen and Tran Thi Nga’s Shallow Graves (1986) and James A.
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Freeman’s Hearts of Sorrow (1989) as examples in which American authors in bad faith
undermine their Vietnamese American subjects and collaborators by subordinating their
voices and blaming their illiteracy—acts that can be characterized as betrayal and
exploitation. Truong’s aversion to unequal collaborations and deprived agency fits in the
tradition of resistance and self-assertion that has been the cornerstone of Asian America
as a political construct since the late 1960s.
Truong moved from academic criticism to the realm of fiction to provide a
corrective to these issues of power asymmetry in Vietnamese American narrative
production. This effort resulted in the 1998 anthology Watermark: Vietnamese American
Poetry & Prose, which Truong co-edited with Barbara Tran and Luu Truong Khoi.
Following Truong’s non-fiction, this volume aims to advance Asian American literary
presence, given that it was published by the Asian American Writers’ Workshop, an
active organization in New York City dedicated to Asian American creative writing. This
anthology includes Truong’s prototype for The Book of Salt, a short story suitably named
“Seeds.”14 The story introduces Bình’s experience as “a subject who has strayed, lived a
life unchecked, ungoverned, undocumented, and unrepentant” (26) in Paris. The story
gives no reason as to why Bình has to live in exile; it only hints that he is running from
his father. A significant part in “Seeds” is the prying interviews Bình has to endure to get
a job as a domestic cook. One kind of questioners he deals with are “collectors” obsessed
with castaways like him. “They crave the fruits of exile, the bitter juices and the heavy
hearts,” Bình explains. “They yearn for a taste of the pure, sea salt sadness of the outcast
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Another contributor to the volume is Huynh, the translator of Nguyen Du’s The Tale of Kieu. Huynh was
teaching at Yale when Truong studied there, and her decision as the anthology’s co-editor to ask him for a
contribution here leaves no doubt that she appreciates the significance of The Tale of Kieu for Vietnamese
American literature.
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whom they’ve brought into their homes. And I am but one within a long line of others”
(27). These employers consume their employees’ suffering with “no interest in where I
have been or what I have seen” (27). They crave the affective labor in addition to the
dishes but insist on the full narratives that would humanize their “wounded trophies”
(27). Truong reiterates in a different form her argument against narrative manipulation.
Like the American editors and co-authors critiqued in her critical essay, the Parisian
employers exploit the plight of their racially disenfranchised hires without giving them a
fair chance to tell their stories. The depiction of American writers Stein and Toklas as
Bình’s employers emphasizes this point, to which I return later in the chapter. “Seeds”
can thus be understood as both affirming Truong’s academic intervention and elevating it
to a larger spatial and temporal scale by connecting exilic Paris and French colonialism of
the early twentieth century with issues of American exploitation.
As the full development of the short story, The Book of Salt features Bình’s three
lovers who constitute formal lessons in international intimacies with significance for
issues of autonomy and national identification. The French chef Blériot breaks Bình’s
loyalty to his brother Minh. Their secret sexual relation gives Bình a small chance to
escape the colonial regime through jouissance. However, this escape is brittle against
Madame’s secretary, who brings the colonial disciplinary forces of race, class, and
gender to turn Bình out of the Governor-General’s house. Lattimore, Bình’s mixed-race
American lover in Paris, presents a better interracial intimacy for Bình to gain equal
recognition. Yet, Lattimore uses Bình as a pawn to obtain Gertude Stein’s manuscript,
proving that their relationship is only a matter of convenience. Finally, Bình’s brief affair
with a fictional Nguyen Ai Quoc/Ho Chi Minh points toward a queer diasporic desire for
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Vietnamese unification. Unlike the trade dynamic of the first two relationships, the
Vietnamese men’s encounter is a gift which allows Bình to imagine his homeland free
from the violent clash of ideologies.
Bình’s first lover is Chef Blériot, a young French chef who upon his arrival in
Saigon threatens to disrupt Bình’s family and their livelihood. In the Governor-General’s
employment, Blériot establishes himself as superior over both Bình the garde manger and
his older brother Minh the sous chef. In Bình’s estimation, Blériot is chef de cuisine,
French, and “as commanding in his looks as in his manners” (59), therefore above them
not only in rank but also in race and appearance. Bình falls helplessly in love with this
attractive Frenchman, but he also knows this is a taboo desire, its same-sex nature being
the least of it. “I, of course, was predisposed against him [Blériot] from the start,” Bình
admits. “My oldest brother, after all, would have to settle for the title of Minh the Sous
Chef for yet another lifetime of years” (60). Blériot’s assumption of his post sounds the
death knell to his brother Minh’s aspiration to become the head chef, a position for which
he has worked long and hard. Desiring Blériot is a betrayal against Bình’s kin. When
Bình says that he is “predisposed against” Blériot, he implies both family loyalty and a
sense of solidarity among the colonized against the colonial hierarchy, since Minh’s
promotion to head chef would seem to loosen this hierarchy, a possibility that Blériot
forecloses. The novel thus pits familial alliance against romantic intimacy while both are
underpinned by colonial power.
Bình’s dilemma between Blériot and his brother Minh presents Bình with
different opportunities to negotiate his life chances within the colonial order, and his
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choice of Blériot over Minh ironically frees him from colonial complicity. For Minh, the
French mission civilisatrice is an article of faith, as Bình explains:
Anh Minh believed absolutely and passionately that the French language would
save us, would welcome us into the fold, would reward us with kisses on both
cheeks. His was not an abstract belief. It was grounded in the kitchen of the
Governor-General’s house. He insisted that after Monsieur and Madame tasted his
omelette à la bourbonnaise, his coupe ambassadrice, his crème marquise, they
would have no need to send for a French chef de cuisine to replace old Claude
Chaboux. (14)
Minh’s desire for assimilation and his need to prove that he can cook “As if in France!”
(46) mark him as a docile student of colonialism, and French cuisine is a test of his
proficiency. If Minh can convince Monsieur’s and Madame’s taste buds, he can graduate
into equality to the French, so be believes. However, this lifelong project is doomed to
fail from the start. “When old Chaboux passed away and young Blériot arrived to take his
place,” Bình recalls, “my brother told me that these French chefs were purists, classically
trained, from families of chefs going back at least a century. Minh the Sous Chef agreed
that it was probably better that way” (42). Minh’s culinary excellence is no match for a
century-long “pure” French lineage. Though Minh painfully understands it, he accepts
this criterion. Even when he is ruled out of the occupational ladder because of his race,
Minh holds onto the ideal of French cultural purity and sees himself as a contaminant that
deserves to be marginalized. The irony here is that Bình’s support of his brother’s
ambition would not challenge the colonial order; by contrast, it would implicate him in

42

his brother’s docility. When Bình decides to act on his love for Blériot, he seeks an
alternative to Minh’s cul-de-sac.
Blériot holds out an unexpected possibility of equality that Bình daringly
explores. Against Minh’s complicity one may measure the radical nature of Bình’s sexual
transgression with Blériot. Suffice it to say that Bình’s is a grave act of betrayal, given
that Minh has used his hard-earned position in the Governor-General’s house to get Bình
a job: serving the powerful elite is the only kind of work that promises upward mobility
in Indochina at the time (52). A tryst with Blériot is thus a risky economic move for
everyone. Aware of his brother’s disappointment, Bình in his internal monologue
narration addresses Minh as he explains:
My dear brother, I did not waste the life that you gave me. I traded it away for
Blériot’s lips counting down the notches of my spine, parting at the small of my
back, for my fingers wrapped inside the locks of his hair, guiding his mouth as it
arched my back, as he brought us both heavenward without shame, as he made me
cry, “Mercy, please have mercy!” (52–53)
By enumerating the pleasures for which he trades the life that Minh has given him, Bình
characterizes his romantic love for the French chef as a calculated choice. Insisting on
trade as opposed to waste, Bình highly prizes the bodies’ coital transcendence. Put more
simply, Bình seeks that momentary sensual escape out of the crushing colonial reality
because he sees it as a surer way than Minh’s devotion. Bình and Blériot’s carnal bliss
shatters the earthly senses of both bodies despite their power difference, a vision that
Minh’s pedagogical submission can never obtain. As Meg Wesling aptly concludes from
this episode, “an act of pleasure is a measure of recognition […] and acts as a direct
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challenge to the colonial order itself” (136). Jouissance is the way out for Bình, and
Blériot’s racial and class superiority makes it all the more meaningful. The irony of
Bình’s experiment in interracial intimacy is that a colonized subject’s personal agency
and equality—at least a cursory, immediate kind—is to be found only through a deeper
attachment with a colonialist, for distance from him is impossible. To use José Esteban
Muñoz’s formulation, Bình as a queer of color disidentifies with the white colonial ideal,
that is, “to hold on to this object and invest it with new life” (12) and “to desire it with a
difference” (15). Bình’s mimicking the language of economics—a trade, not a waste—
renders absurd Minh’s faith in the economic realm, given that equality here is simply
unattainable under colonialism.15 It is worth mentioning that Bình also evades
revolutionary Marxism’s answer to colonialism, making his perspective an anticipatory
one for non-communist South Vietnam realized decades afterward.
The “outing” of Bình and Blériot’s relationship and its ensuing collapse lay bare
the interconnected complications of class, race, and gender in the colony. After learning
about the men’s affair, Madame’s secretary, who wants Blériot for herself, grows jealous
and concocts a plan that ultimately exiles Bình. According to her victim, the secretary’s
motivation can be explained in terms of hybridity:
After all, Madame’s secretary knows that the Vietnamese call men like me lai cái.
What they mean is that I am mixed with or am partially a female. If a female is
what Chef Blériot wants, why not the real thing? she thought. It was a rhetorical
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Mimicry is also interestingly deployed in Bình and Blériot’s sexual encounters. One of Blériot’s favorite
fantasies is to “play Monsieur and Madame” (the Governor-General and his wife) with Bình (240). By roleplaying the most powerful couple in the colony in gay sex, the two men vulgarize them and subvert their
symbolic power. The closet becomes a space to turn private perversion into political subversion. Of course,
this power play is severely limited, as it must remain sub rosa and has no public potentiality.
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question because even she knew that lust and longing are never that simple, never
falling into even halves when cleaved. (133)
Whereas Bình is viewed through the heteronormative lens as “mixed with […] or
partially a female” and as a result gender dubious, the secretary, thanks to her mixed race,
gets a job with close proximity to Madame: “I suspect that her beauty or what passed for
it […] was her father’s French. She spoke it from birth and it showed. There were rumors
that she wrote it beautifully as well, and that it was she who composed Madame’s more
delicate rejections and affecting apologies” (124). The secretary masters both the native
language—evident in her awareness of the word lai cái’s potential damage—and the
colonial language, the nuances of which she seems to know even better than Madame.
Her power comes from her ability to function as both a native informer and a racially
dependable colonial subject. Between Bình and the secretary, the two putatively “mixed”
subjects, stands Blériot, “a remarkable specimen of French manhood” (59) and subject of
desire to them both. Having lost this contest of desire, the secretary uses her power to
destroy Bình’s stigmatized masculinity which she perceives as a challenge to her
femininity—to do away with his “fake thing” to preserve her “real thing.” More
significantly, the secretary sacrifices Bình’s native masculinity to salvage Blériot’s white
one: “if I’m to help you,” she tells the Frenchman, “you must leave it all to me. All to me,
do you understand?” (131, emphasis in original). Blériot cannot give the secretary the
affection she wants, but he now kneels at her mercy and requires her expertise in the
colonial code to navigate through the scandal. They understand that they belong to the
same side as beneficiaries of the colonial order, and they agree that the house must get rid
of Bình with his racialized, gender-suspect shame. Love is thin for the queer couple; to
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save himself, Blériot betrays Bình and upends his escapist experiment.16 Steeped in
colonial dynamics, Bình and Blériot’s relationship teaches a lesson in the colonized
subject’s doomed collaboration with colonialists to gain autonomy, a lesson anchored in
Vietnam’s early period of decolonization.17
Marcus Lattimore, Bình’s American lover in Paris, proffers yet another chance of
equal recognition through an interracial intimacy that affords more power to Bình.
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Given this complex web of racial, class, and gender dynamics, the following claim from Bình deserves a
closer look: “Madame is a snob but not a prude. She did not care about the relations of two men, just as
long as they were of the same social standing and, of course, race” (132). This statement leads Wesling to
comment, “Within the French colonial order, Bình’s affair with Blériot is a scandal not because of its
demonstration of same-sex desire, but because of its interracial nature” (135). I argue instead that Bình’s
queer and racial identities both contribute to the scandal because sexuality and race cannot be understood
separately in the colonial order. Historically, relations between French colonialist men and native women
were sanctioned because they preserved “an age-old orientalist logic whose most familiar dyadic formation
is also a gendered one: the colonial is a white man and the ‘native’ is a brown woman” (Lim 9). It was
customary for French men in Indochina at the time to keep a congaï, “a young Vietnamese female
somewhere between a prostitute and a mistress. While the experience could range from a cash-for-sex
exchange to a long-term relationship with real emotional bonds, the common image suggested that of a
professional live-in girlfriend, a sort of domestic employee for sexual service” (Vann 191). Marguerite
Duras’s novel The Lover (L’Amant) (1984), set in Saigon during the same period as The Book of Salt’s, was
controversial because it subverts that old colonial trope of congaï (the French transliteration of con gái,
meaning “girl”) by portraying a young, poor French girl engaging with a sexual relationship with a rich
Chinese merchant. Even with her mixed race and higher station, the secretary in The Book of Salt embodies
this trope: she has clandestine sex with the Governor-General behind Madame’s back (124–25, 240) and so
serves both husband and wife to solidify her own power. Bình clearly falls outside the congaï trope. The
lack of gender difference in the men’s relationship throws the racial hierarchy of the colony into question
because it insists on sameness where there should not be any.
Neither does Bình fit in the trope of the “brown boy” to Blériot as the “rice queen,” a term used to
describe a queer white man “spellbound” by native boys in the (post)colonies. In his study of Southeast
Asian performances informed by colonial legacies, Eng-Beng Lim has formulated the brown boy–rice
queen relationship as follows: “The traffic in native boys between white men and different care packages is
also an allegory of Asia infantilized and emasculated as a nubile boy/child in the face of colonial whiteness
and modernity” (10). While Bình is subject to the secretary’s emasculation, the fact that he is twenty years
old and rather close in age to “youthful” Blériot (59) means Bình cannot be so easily identified as a “boy”
serving the Frenchman. Truong also preempts this reading in her use of sustained internal monologue
which gives Bình’s narrative control over the entire text. The reader sees Blériot through Bình’s prying
gaze, not Bình as an erotic spectacle to Blériot. More tellingly, Madame’s plaint that her “Poor, poor Chef
Blériot” (132) has been humiliated by Bình shows that the colonial authority sees Bình not as an innocent
boy under a white man’s care but as a menacing native queer man threatening his reputation. Because Bình
cannot fit in the inoculated tropes of interracial dyads like congaï and “brown boy,” he must be banished.
17
During the 1920s and 30s, the Constitutionalists in Vietnam—comprised mostly of the educated,
intellectual native elite—advocated colonial reforms by working with the French administration instead of
against them (L. Duong 4–5). Governor-General Albert Sarraut in the 1910s also advocated “FranceAnnamese collaboration” to prove the colonial regime’s progressivism and curtail the growing anti-colonial
fervor (Brocheux and Hémery 301).
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Whereas Blériot’s whiteness proves to be an insurmountable impasse to Bình’s erostrategy, the compatibility betwen the American–Vietnamese couple is conditioned by
Lattimore’s racial anxiety as a white-passing “Negro” from the U.S. South and Bình’s
racial alienation as a colonial subject in the metropole. Bình’s nuanced analysis shows
where their racial experiences converge and diverge. In Stein–Toklas’s studio, “You,
Sweet Sunday Man [Lattimore’s moniker], take full advantage of the blank sheet of paper
that is your skin. You introduce yourself as a writer. You tell stories about a family that
you do not have, a city in which you have never lived, a life that you have never fully
led” (151). Lattimore’s white skin becomes the blank page for his made-up
autobiography, and his false claim of being a writer—as opposed to his real job as a
pseudoscientist—is appropriate indeed. By contrast, Bình describes himself as a narrative
always already closed by his unmistakably racialized body. While Lattimore’s body is an
open space for fiction, Bình muses, “mine marks me, announces my weakness, displays it
as yellow skin. It flagrantly tells my story, or a compacted, distorted version of it, to
passersby curious enough to cast their eyes my way. […] To them, my body offers an
exacting, predetermined life story” (152). Bình simply has no recourse to autobiography,
whether true or false. To the public eye, Bình’s and Lattimore’s bodies exemplify nothing
but a study in contrasts. Yet, in the private space of Lattimore’s apartment, “in the only
rooms in this city that we in truth can share, your body becomes more like mine” (151–
52). The burden of racial ascriptions left at the door, the men in bed find comfort and
solace in each other, a quiet moment of Global South–U.S. South solidarity.18 Bình’s
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The deep attachment between Bình and Lattimore is also evident in the significant shift from first-person
narration to second-person, as if Bình addressed Lattimore directly and marginalized the reader into a
witness to their romance. Of the three lovers, Lattimore is the only one who enjoys this special literary
treatment, which he also sometimes uses for his older brother Minh and his father.
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interracial intimacy with Lattimore is a radical departure from his former one with Blériot
in that this time whiteness is an admitted lie, not a crushing threat. When Stein asks Bình,
“Thin Bin, is Lattimore a Negro?” (157), it becomes clear that Bình holds the power to
tarnish Lattimore’s reputation among the Parisian literati. In this relationship, the ball is
always in Bình’s court, or so it seems.
Lattimore’s confidence trick warps the parallel between the queer couples Bình–
Lattimore and Stein–Toklas, ushering in a triangulation in which the Vietnamese man has
to navigate between his American employers on one side and his American lover on the
other. Critics have examined the asymmetry between the two queer relationships to
critique the women’s racial privilege in contrast to the men’s.19 Yet, the novel makes
clear that, compared to Stein and Toklas, Lattimore is equally suspicious. The latter agree
to let Bình work for Lattimore because they want him to confirm his blackness (157), and
Lattimore turns out to be a confidence man who cajoles Bình into stealing Stein’s
manuscript (209). Bình thus becomes an inadvertent double spy for the Americans—their
“little mouse” (189)—as well as a Third World litmus test of their Americanness. As
anti-black racism defines the women’s Americanness (189), Lattimore’s free-market
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David Eng, for example, comments that the “Mesdames come to present the iconic modern lesbian
couple of the early twentieth century, paving the way for queer liberalism today.” Against their iconic
status, “Bình and Lattimore’s relationship cannot assume the lineaments of modern subjectivity and
identity. Theirs is a private without a public (75). Wesling writes that the women’s racism proves that they
are “no more ideologically liberated by their own unconventional domestic arrangement or their expatriate
status than the closed, conventional society that they hoped to have left behind” (139). Similarly, Y-Dang
Troeung observes, “Both Binh and Sweet Sunday Man become the objects, or the ‘wounded trophies,’ of
Stein and Toklas’s perverse curiosity about otherness—objects that Stein and Toklas seek to know and
classify like the exotic items in their household collection” (120). One may further nuance this point of
view by considering the fact that the novel does not rigidly follow racial and class orders in its American
cast. Josephine Park, in her study of Stein’s Orientalism, calls attention to “an Oriental essence of Stein—a
puzzle which recapitulates Stein’s alternation between a fixed and fluid sense of identity in her
understanding of her own Jewish identity” (“The Orients” 41). The whiteness of Jews in the first half of the
twentieth century was an open question which found a devastating answer in Europe during World War II.
On the other hand, Lattimore successfully hides his blackness thanks in large part to his bourgeois status.
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belief defines his. “Competition is a marvelous thing,” he tells Bình, who thinks to
himself, “Sweet Sunday Man is an American after all” (115). It may be a stretch to call
Lattimore a capitalist, but he proves to be a charlatan iridologist who, as he claims, “can
see the future” by searching in his patient’s eyes for “Flecks, streaks, spots, or
discolorations within a particular section of the iris” to predict future illnesses (114).
Renowned for this questionable soothsaying technique, Lattimore earns quite a clientele:
the Emperor of Vietnam and the Crown Prince of Cambodia (112). Bình joins these men
as yet another Indochinese victim of Lattimore’s ploys. This time, though, the
Indochinese is only Lattimore’s tool to swindle Stein, the icon of transatlantic modernist
avant-garde. Caught between Stein–Toklas and Lattimore, Bình’s only choice is loss:
livelihood or romantic love. The men’s hopeful Global South–U.S. South solidarity
disintegrates within the Americans’ white/black, North/South feud. Bình must navigate
his alliances strategically to retain any agency.
By stealing Stein’s manuscript for Lattimore, Bình unveils a major (extra)literary
crisis in which he carves a space for self-determination and inserts global, historical
significance to the novel. Truong models her protagonist after two male Vietnamese
cooks, Trac and Nguyen, whom Stein and Toklas employed in France. They appear
briefly in Toklas’s memoir The Alice B. Toklas Cookbook (1954) as voiceless objects of
the women’s condescension: “We had certainly luck in finding good cooks,” Toklas
writes of the men, “though they had their weaknesses in other ways. Gertrude Stein liked
to remind me that if they did not have such faults, they would not be working for us”
(173). Extraliterarily speaking, The Book of Salt is Truong’s patent effort to write back to
the Mesdames’ narrative dominance half a century afterward. Bình in the novel has no
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recourse to the pen as Truong does; he cannot read English, but Bình knows it when he
encounters himself in the thin notebook plucked from the cupboard:
My index finger jumps from ‘please’ to ‘please.’ Here … it is a question. There
… it is a response. Here… it is an act, and there… it is a plea. … I turn the page,
and I see there the word “Bin.” I recognize it as the spelling of my Mesdames’
name for me. I find my American name written again and again on the following
pages as well. (214)
“Bin” as the character of Stein’s book emerges after a series of polite questions,
responses, and pleas. If “please” is the signature word for Bin, Stein has immortalized
him as polite, docile, and pleading: a caricature of a colonized subject like his brother
Minh. The American’s colonial desire is made plain, despite the U.S. claim of being a
good ally to the non-West in contradistinction to European colonizers.20 So, Bình resists:
“I did not give you my permission, Madame, to treat me in this way. I am here to feed
you, not to serve as your fodder. […] My story, Madame, is mine. I alone am qualified to
tell it, to embel[l]ish, or to withhold” (215). In his extraliterary act within diegesis, Bình
brings Stein’s authorship into crisis and transforms Lattimore from a mastermind to a
mere catalyst for his assertion of narrative ownership. Put another way, Bình inverts the
power triangle to be on top. His aspiration to self-determination through fraught
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Mark Philip Bradley has characterized U.S. attitude toward Vietnam in the first half of the twentieth
century as follows: “Their [the Americans] views recalled perceptions of Vietnamese inferiority, French
colonial incompetence, and the certainty that the United States could do better that emerged among
American observers of Vietnam as early as the 1920s. […] Few believed the Vietnamese were capable of
self-government or concerted political action of their own accord. […] Similarly, French colonial rule in
Vietnam was judged to be an administrative, economic, and moral failure that had done little to arrest
persisting Vietnamese inferiority and stagnation. Laced through these perceptions was the sense that
superior American political, economic, and social models could do significantly better in transforming the
Vietnamese” (Vietnam at War 53).
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entanglements bears a strong resonance to Third World struggles of the 1950s and 60s for
autonomy in the face of Cold War superpowers.21
The monetary manner in which Lattimore forsakes his lover upsets Bình’s model
of even trade in intimacy, and the American’s betrayal bodes the fate of South Vietnam.
In exchange for Stein’s notebook, Lattimore agrees to sit with Bình for a photograph. In
this keepsake, which visually proves their romance, Bình and the American belong in one
frame—an important achievement in Bình’s search for agency and a step in bringing their
furtive affair into the public sphere. Stein’s story, which Bình claims as his own, is to be
traded for a photographic token of recognition, one archival form another. “An even
exchange. A fair trade. A give for a take” (212), as Bình plans it. Trade, in fact,
characterizes the two men’s relationship, as in the case of the Frenchman. Bình takes
their first night together as the agreement on a deal: “Pleasure for pleasure is an even
exchange. Lust for lust is a balanced scale” (83). Bình’s repeated language of “even
exchange” denotes his awareness of Lattimore’s pecuniary interests in forming the
romance, and Bình accepts the deal with its fine print. Typologically, Bình is not a queer
male equivalent of the tearful Kim in Miss Saigon (1989) based on Puccini’s Madame
Butterfly; rather, he is closer to the calculating Phuong in Graham Greene’s The Quiet
American (1955), if she were allowed a first-person narrative. To wit: Bình is fully aware
of what he is earning and risking in his attachment to Lattimore, with one exception.
After Lattimore hastens away with Stein’s notebook with no regard for his jilted lover,
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According to Odd Arne Westad, “During the 1960s the idea of the Third World as the future – in
political and moral, if not economic, terms – linked the European and American 'New Left' to the politics of
Africa, Asia, and – increasingly – Latin America. Dubbed tiermondiste (thirdworldist) in French, the
approach did much to internationalize both the liberation struggles and the debates over development. Its
primary function, though, was as a mirror for the criticisms that some young Westerners had of their own
countries as undemocratic, racist, and elitist” (106).
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Bình learns that Lattimore has only paid half of the photograph’s cost, leaving the other
half to him. In “this simple matter of a deposit and partial payment” (244), Bình’s
inability to pay his half flags the shortcoming of his careful equations pleasure-forpleasure, lust-for-lust, manuscript-for-photograph: he cannot level the class difference
between him and Lattimore. In the end, the American leaves after he gets what he wants,
but Bình’s object of desire remains out of reach. This fictional American betrayal in
Truong’s novel, I suggest, harks back to the failed alliance between the U.S. and its South
Vietnamese ally during the war and the subsequent loss of the state. The Book of Salt,
then, implies a specifically South Vietnamese sensibility which has substantially defined
the postwar diaspora.
Truong’s intertextual construction of her protagonist as a shadow figure of
Nguyen Ai Quoc/Ho Chi Minh, whom Truong fictionally queers into Bình’s third lover,
evinces a national aspiration for Vietnam. Critics have been quick to recognize The Alice
B. Toklas Cookbook as a source text for the novel, but another inspiration remains
underappreciated: Ho’s biography, particularly that part of his life in the 1910s and early
20s when Ho was Nguyen Ai Quoc, traveler and student of the world. Truong has
revealed in an interview that Bình “would take similar route” as Quoc did when he set
sail from Saigon to Marseilles.22 Following Quoc’s footsteps yet diverging from his path,
Bình decides to navigate through French and American alliances instead of devoting
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Truong’s full statement is as follows: “As a young man, he [Quoc] had left Vietnam by working as a
mess boy on a French ocean liner going from Saigon to Marseilles. I decided that my cook, Binh, would
take a similar route. Many of Binh’s experiences on the fictional freighter Niobe were based on or inspired
by the more well-documented experiences of Ba, as he called himself then, on the Latouche Treville”
(“Interview”). The novel also provides some clues to identify Bình as a shadow figure of Quoc. For
example, Bình’s bunkmate on the Niobe, Bão, is infatuated by a dancer styled Serena the Soloist (24). Bão
is a clear reference to Ho’s former shipmate named Bôn, who also chases after a dancer, in Ho’s first
autobiography (Tran, L’Itinéraire 17).
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himself to global communism. In her protagonist, I suggest, Truong models a southern
Vietnamese exile after independent Vietnam’s founder. Bình’s erotic move from inter- to
intra-racial allows the novel to assess the motivations and dangers of both international
alliances and national integrity. Leaving aside for a moment the French and American
complications, Quoc and Bình’s erotic encounter is a radical queering act against the
historic rift in their homeland between North and South. Truong here reaches back to the
tumultuous openness of 1920s and 30s colonial Vietnam—the period before the Geneva
Accords of 1954 divided the country in half—and writes against the division that has
shaped Vietnam and its diaspora ever since. Note the strenuous language with which
Bình describes the encounter: “A kiss in the mouth [the delicious meal they have just
shared] can become a kiss on the mouth. A hand on a shoulder can become a hand on the
hips. A laugh on his lips can become a moan on mine. The moments in between these are
often difficult to gauge, difficult to partition and subdivide” (99). Contrasting these
sentences with Bình’s enumeration of the sexual acts performed with Blériot, the kisses,
caresses, and moans here are couched in the modal term “can become,” on the edge
between imagination and reality. This intimacy is, to use David Eng’s description, “the
specter of a scandalous, perhaps unthinkable, desire that binds Bình and Ho Chi Minh in
their shared queer diasporas” (62). By making it “difficult to gauge, difficult to partition
and subdivide” the late-night romp shared by these two Vietnamese men, northern and
southern, Truong also calls into question the partition of Vietnam itself. The novel in this
sense charges the men’s encounter with the historically unthinkable possibility of a
North–South alignment.
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Through the symbol of the bridge and the figure of the scholar prince, Bình and
Quoc’s relationship writes a queer diasporic history of Vietnam. As they “stood side by
side, two men on a bridge that connected us to neither here nor there,” Quoc explains the
meaning of the bridge: “A bridge belongs to no one because a bridge has to belong to two
parties, one on either side. There has to be an agreement, a mutual consent, otherwise it’s
a useless piece of wood, a wasted expanse of cement. Every bridge is, in this way, a
monument to an accord” (92). As the future president of the northern regime and this
southerner stand on their monument of agreement that bridges over the legacy of the
1954 Geneva Accords, another kind of history is made. As Truong suspends normative
time and places the men “neither here nor there,” her historical fiction enters the temporal
logic of “[t]he past conditional inflection of what-could-have-been” (Eng 65) ensconced
in the in-between space called diaspora. To depict this queer diasporic chronotope,
Truong breaks the realism of the novel to effect the poetic resonance between the men’s
chance encounter on the bridge and Bình’s romantic ideal. Time and place are blurred
into an otherworldly mise en scène in sepia. “It could have been sometime in the late
spring, or, maybe, in the first days of autumn,” Bình mulls. “We met on a day when this
city had foregone appearance of a memory, as if the present had refused to go to work
that day and said that the past would have to do” (85). The meeting is free from the
trappings of marching history; anything is possible in this so-called “time without time”
(Derrida, Given Time 17). “There was a mist rising from the Seine,” Bình continues, the
water “softened and curved the city’s angles and lines” (85–86). The Sein might just be
the lake in Bình’s fantasy from childhood, and “Of course, the lake was ‘misty.’ Some
things are classic and should never be changed” (82). This fantasy features a scholar-
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prince “who was first and foremost wise and kind” with “handsome looks” and who is
waiting on the other side of the lake (81). The kitchen boy—Bình himself, he reminds
us—on the other side carves words into stones and skips them across the lake. The
scholar-prince, moved by the love poem, rearranges the stones and skips them back to the
lowly servant. That is how they fall in love. In the symbols of the bridge and the scholarprince, the novel meticulously strives for a poetic register to showcase a queer diasporic
moment of nonviolent Vietnamese unification, a vision that remains unrealized today.
Qualified as a gift as opposed to a trade, Bình’s attachment to Quoc signifies
Bình’s yearning for a “Vietnam” imagined beyond geography. As mentioned before, in
The Book of Salt, queer diaspora as an epistemology upsets normative temporality. Aware
that Quoc/Ho has become the shorthand for the Vietnamese state’s version of a
“homeland frozen in an idyllic moment” of the revolution, Truong frays the icon and
imagines instead “a past time and place riven with contradictions and the violences of
multiple uprootings, displacements, and exiles” (Gopinath 4). Here is how Bình
understands Quoc as a metonymy of homeland:
The only place we shared was this city. Vietnam, the country that we called home,
was to me already a memory. I preferred it that way. A “memory” was for me
another way of saying a “story.” A “story” was another way of saying a “gift.”
The man on the bridge was a memory, he was a story, he was a gift. Paris gave
him to me. And in Paris I will stay, I decided. Only in this city, I thought, will I
see him again. (258)
In the repeated series of translations—a memory is a story is a gift—lies the equivalence
between Vietnam and Quoc, the man on the bridge. Bình longs for his compatriot and, by
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proxy, Vietnam as well. Yet, Bình claims that he does not idealize Vietnam as he does his
scholar-prince: the only place they share is Paris while Vietnam is kept at bay. By hoping
to see Quoc again, Bình both pushes Vietnam away and pulls it closer. Paris has given
Quoc/Vietnam to Bình, as he claims, because Paris is a space where Bình can imagine a
different “Vietnam” beyond the country’s borders. To sustain this imagined homeland,
Bình stays in Paris. Bình’s “Vietnam” is a homeland “neither here nor there,” a middle
ground between the country on the map and its diaspora. The novel’s belabored
meditations on the gift and queer time and space resonate with Derrida’s robust thoughts
on the subjects in Given Time. The madness of the gift, in Derrida’s reading of
Baudelaire’s “Counterfeit Money” (“La fausse monnaie”), breaks the circle of exchange
and problematizes normative epistemology (logos and nomos). Further still, “Only an
atopic and utopic madness, perhaps […] could thus give rise to the gift that can give only
on the condition of not taking place, taking up the residence or domicile: the gift may be,
if there is any” (Derrida 35, italics in original). In The Book of Salt, Quoc is the gift given
in the “time without time” on the bridge, and the novel’s desire for the unified Vietnam
imbued in that symbolic vignette is indeed utopic, hopeful for an imagined place. Time
matters as well, to continue with Derrida, “the gift only gives to the extent it gives time.
The difference between a gift and every other operation of pure and simple exchange is
that the gift gives time. […] There must be time, it must last, there must be waiting—
without forgetting [l’attente—sans oubli]” (Derrida 41, italics in original). When Quoc
leaves Paris and Bình remains there to wait for him, Bình defers their attachment to the
future. This inkling of futurity distinguishes Bình’s intimacy to Quoc from his
relationships with Blériot and Lattimore. With its emphasis on waiting at this juncture,
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the novel moves from the previously mentioned past conditional mood to the present
conditional, from what-could-have-been to what-could-still-be. What if the revolutionary
Quoc came back to Bình? Or, more precisely, what kind of Vietnam would that reunion
signify? The text leaves these questions open at the threshold between fiction and
unfolding history.
Bình’s romantic triad indexes the logics of international alliances for Vietnam
under French colonialism in the 1920s and 30s when anti-colonial sentiments ran high
and a new national consciousness was emerging. Blériot and Lattimore hold out two
different possibilities of equal recognition through a trade-based form of intimacy. Bình’s
romance with the Frenchman in Saigon cannot survive the heady colonial dynamics of
class, race, and gender conspiring against the queer native man. In Paris, Lattimore the
mixed-race American presents a glimmer of Global South–U.S. South racial solidarity,
but this relationship also falls apart when Bình finds himself used as a pawn by his
American employers and lover in their U.S. North–U.S. South conflict. In his interracial
alliances of convenience, Bình tries to retain agency by defying his brother Minh’s
colonial complicity on the one hand and by insisting on being included in the same frame
of recognition with the American on the other. The betrayals by Blériot and Lattimore
resonate strongly with the history of French condescension toward Vietnam as a colony
and American imposition on South Vietnam as an ally. By contrast, Quoc, the closest
incarnation of Bình’s fantasy of the scholar-prince, puts forth a queer diasporic vision of
national unification. Conceived as a gift instead of a trade, Bình and Quoc’s intimacy
gestures toward a queer diasporic future not yet realized. The Book of Salt, the fruition of
Truong’s earlier literary criticism and short story, is a twenty-first century intervention
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against the legacy of the global Cold War and the Vietnamese civil war. Truong expands
an Asian American academic purview to accommodate Vietnamese American
particularity by reaching back to Vietnam’s colonial era and depicting South Vietnam’s
disillusionment with its American ally. Equally important is Truong’s challenge to
Vietnam’s historiography by queering the national icon Quoc/Ho and imagining what
could have been nonviolent national unification.
FALLEN FATHERS AND ENEMY BROTHERS IN THE ZENITH
Compared to Truong, Duong enjoys much more international fame and less
scholarly attention. After Duong’s 1988 novel Paradise of the Blind (Những thiên đường
mù) appeared in Vietnam, the Communist Party rescinded her membership, removed her
novels from bookstores in the country, and forbade her from publishing again. Exposing
the horrors of the land reforms of the 1950s in North Vietnam, the novel of
disillusionment sullies the Politburo’s legacy and tests Hanoi’s claim to honor freedom of
speech. Paradise, however, lives on overseas in English and French translations. It is the
first Vietnamese novel to be translated and published in the U.S. A few years later,
Duong openly defied the Politburo’s injunction and took her plight to America. Her next
novel, Novel Without a Name (Tiểu thuyết vô đề), caused an uproar in Vietnam and the
diaspora in 1991 when it was published by a small Vietnamese-language press in
Southern California. Novel steps up the theme of disillusionment of Paradise by
portraying a traumatized North Vietnamese veteran racked by guilt and haunted by the
multitude of war dead. Hanoi’s reaction was swift: they accused the writer of sending
state secrets abroad and imprisoned her in solitary confinement (McPherson 45–47).23
23

According to New York Times reporter, a Party official has called Duong a “dissident whore” (Riding,
“Vietnamese Writer Won’t Be Silenced”), inadvertently establishing an analogy between Duong and
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Thanks to this controversy, by the time Novel was published in French (1994) and
English (1995), Duong had become known as “one of Vietnam’s most popular novelists
and most influential dissidents” (Shenon, “Hanoi’s Journal”).24 In 2006, Duong decided
to leave Vietnam and live in exile in Paris. Despite her prolific output continuing in Paris,
scholarship on Duong’s work remains scant and has focused entirely on these two novels
written in Vietnam.25 This chapter expands this narrow academic scope by studying The
Zenith, Duong’s first novel written and published in exile.
Although Duong is an exiled victim of the state like thousands in the diaspora, her
politics does not fit neatly in the diasporic anti-Communist tradition. The foreword (tựa)
to the previously mentioned California publication of Novel Without a Name—the only
Vietnamese edition of this work to date—is the first effort to bring diasporic attention to
Duong. Written by Thuy Khue, a literary critic prominent among the first-generation
diasporic intellectuals in the U.S. and France, the foreword makes a case for Duong’s
place in the diasporic intellectual circle.26 Khue announces the novel’s significance:
around the time of Duong’s imprisonment, “the manuscript of Tieu thuyet vo de was
somehow sent overseas and arrived in our hands. With the commitment to the tradition of

Nguyen Du’s protagonist Kieu, who—also in exile—has to fight the stigma of infidelity and prostitution to
save her reputation and reclaim personal agency.
24
Duong has received prestigious international awards, including the French honor of Chevalier des Arts et
des Lettres, the Grinzane Cavour Literary Prize, and the PEN Freedom of Expression Award. Her books
have been shortlisted for the Prix Fémina and the IMPAC Dublic Award.
25
Neil Lazarus lists Duong as one of the important international writers who “remain pretty much unknown
to a majority of scholars in postcolonial literary studies.” He sees this academic negligence as a symptom
of the field’s inclination “to register the presence of writers who adopt generic and modal conventions
readily assimilable by Euro-American readers than of writers who root their work in other conventions”
(428). Under the radar of postcolonial studies, a few scholars in Vietnam War and Asian American studies
have paid attention to Duong’s work; examples include Michele Janette’s “Duong Thu Huong’s Paradise
of the Blind and Novel without a Name,” Chapter 3 of Lan Duong’s Treacherous Subjects, and William J.
Searle’s “Dissident Voices.”
26
Khue lives and works in France. She is a former contributor to Radio France Internationale (Mạc, “Nhân
Văn Giai Phẩm”).
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literary resistance, alongside the struggle for democracy in Vietnam and for Duong Thu
Huong, and with much hesitation, we have requested Van Nghe the publisher in
California to print this work” (vii). Khue’s “hesitation” can be explained through her
address to the novel’s anticipated audiences. First, she reminds Hanoi of the freedom of
speech clause in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and warns that Duong is
entitled to international legal protection. Because the work is printed abroad, Hanoi
cannot claim authority over it (vii–viii). Second, Khue assures the diaspora that the book
is not Communist propaganda because “Duong has been expelled from the Party since
July 1990 and Tieu thuyet vo de has never been printed in Vietnam” (viii). Khue then
traces Duong’s political development from a young Communist to a dissident who looks
back at past policies with distaste and walks away from the Party (ix–x). The novel
“targets the core of the ‘fight the Americans to save the nation’ [chống Mỹ cứu nước]
legend and exposes the dark side of those lofty ideals, monuments, and beautiful words
which have become empty slogans: homeland, citizenry, integrity, freedom, nation,
people” (xi). Navigating a heterogeneous and oppositional readership, Khue tries to insert
the book in the literary tradition of South Vietnamese “struggle for democracy” which the
diaspora guardedly preserves. That Khue has to do such editorial work to introduce
Duong’s novel only sharpens Duong’s anomalous status. While Novel speaks against the
corrupt state, Duong has never defended the Southern cause. Adding to her suspect
nature, diasporically speaking, is the fact that she fought against the South and its
American ally. To put it bluntly, the dissident to one’s enemy is not quite one’s friend, so
Duong appears aberrant in both Vietnam and the diaspora.27

27

It is important to note that when Khue addresses “the diaspora,” she has in mind the anti-Communists
who left Vietnam after 1975. Since 1991 when Khue wrote the foreword, eight years before the Hi Tek
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While in prison, Duong rejected Khue’s delicate work and embraced instead her
own politics of non-alignment in order to claim authorial autonomy. Under the watchful
eyes of the prison guards, Duong wrote an essay by hand entitled “Self-Clarification” (Tự
bạch), ostensibly to assure the Party for the sake of her safety that she did not approve the
publication of Novel in the U.S. Yet, against the Party’s stricture, she sent her essay
abroad for publication hoping to correct her status as assigned by Khue in the diaspora.
The essay was published in 1992 in Dien Dan, a Vietnamese-language magazine in
France. In this essay, Duong insists on her freedom of expression and dedicates Novel to
all Vietnamese regardless of their politics: “If I am censored in the country then I will let
the overseas Vietnamese read it. Having fewer readers is better than having none at all.”
Duong then declares her independence from both political camps. “I am a free person,”
she insists. “I am only loyal to my own ideals. I defy terrorism on this side while
opposing exploitation and falsehood on the other.” Duong goes on to denounce the South
for having welcomed foreigners who brought Agent Orange and syphilis to the country.
As to the North, she rails against the regime’s disastrous policies imported from China.
The rest of the essay is a lament for the people. “I know our people is a bound Hercules,”
she writes. “Wars, backward social institutions, feudal ideas are disguised and
perpetuated… those chains have ceaselessly tied and oppressed the people, not giving
them a chance to live a worthwhile life.” Comparing her people to the mythic Greek hero,
Duong fashions herself as a patriot who pledges her allegiance to the people, not to any
political ideology. Duong heightens this point by turning herself into the mother of both

incident, the diaspora in both France and the U.S. has changed significantly and become ever more
heterogenous in its migration patterns and political inclinations. That Duong is living in Paris means she
actively contributes to this diversification.
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North and South: “To me, the two adolescents are both my sons. Their spilled blood is
also mine. And at the altar in my mind, I light two identical incense sticks and pray.” In
this striking tableau of domesticity, Duong holds North and South close to her heart and
sets herself free from both. Subtly subversive is her implication that both are already
dead, and she alone survives to mourn them and, by implication, to tell their stories.28
Duong’s self-constructed position has for decades anchored her fiction, which not only
critiques the party-state but also creates an alternative narrative for the nation against
Communist determinism.
The Zenith reiterates Duong’s critiques in Paradise, Novel, and “SelfClarification” with a daring difference: in her ultimate act of symbolic treason, Duong
depicts the revered saint of the nation as a victim of the state. The polemical novel clearly
exemplifies the gulf of narrative possibility between Vietnam and the diaspora.
Establishing a multi-plot structure with Ho’s kith and kin on the one hand and those of
the common folk on the other, Duong shows how the Party rends asunder the traditional
family structure and, by extension, the nation’s social fabric, from the ruling elite to the
peasantry. She further condemns the Party’s loss of the Vietnamese spirit by aligning the
antagonist, Party leader Sau, with the Chinese despot Chairman Man. In Ho’s imagined
dialogues with Man’s ghostly apparition, the novel dismantles Vietnam’s icon of absolute
virtue by revealing his unresolved doubts and insecurities. Nonetheless, Ho emerges from
these dialectics as a patriot informed by Western values and anti-colonial
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This symbolic power of motherhood is found in Novel as well. Quân the soldier on the battlefield yearns
for his mother, who dies when he is a young child. According to Quân, the civil war is the result of
patriarchy because “To a mother, there is no greater glory than her child’s existence, no greater ideology
than her child’s happiness” (111, my translation).
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internationalism. Finally, The Zenith reinserts de-politicized Ho into Vietnam’s heroic
patrimony, casting his death as a curse on the Party on its march to impending doom.
In the parallel of paternal decline between Ho and another fatherly character
named Quang of Woodcutters’ Hamlet, The Zenith depicts the state as a threat to the
family as the foundational structure of Vietnamese society.29 The novel turns abruptly
from the internal focalization on Ho’s despair in Part 1 to the “entertaining opera” (240)
of Quang’s family drama in Part 2, but a commonality between Quang and Ho slowly
develops as the story unfolds. Both men’s relationships to younger women run against
state officials’ disapproval and are forced to dissolve. When the sixty-year-old widower
Quang decides to marry eighteen-year-old Ngan, his eldest son Quy voices his objection:
“I do not have a mother of such a young kind” (138). Quy does not provide any concrete
reason why he opposes this marriage, but the villagers know that “The fire that burns the
soul of the oldest son is the estate that he was sure of inheriting” (141). Quy fears that
Ngan will have a son with Quang and persuade him to share the family’s inheritance.
Even though Quy is the eldest male heir, primogeniture is not guaranteed. As a villager
puts it, “All laws are born in the minds of the people. The mind is connected to the heart.
Wherever veers the heart, so, too, goes the mind” (141). The laws may be mutable when
it comes to bequeathing property, but they also affirm that Quy, the village chairman, has
the most power in the village. To protest Quang’s marriage, Quy cries aloud at the family
altar: “Mother, Mother in heaven: if you are divine please return and open your eyes to
see all the turmoil under this roof” (182). Quy’s wife and children chime in, and “All the
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Articulating the importance of the family to the Vietnamese nation, anti-colonialist intellectual Phan Bội
Châu wrote in 1909: “‘Quốc gia’, ‘Gia quốc’, these two characters must go with one another. Why is this?
Country and family are originally of one form, and are not two [separate] entities. […] The country is in
fact the family, and the family is in fact the country” (qtd. in Dutton 2005–06).
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words back and forth and the crying of the chairman’s family had slipped right into the
ears of the neighbors on all sides who were already ready to listen in” (183). In shaming
Quang and Ngan, Quy brings the family feud into the public realm where Quy as a
government official is more powerful than his father. In response, Quang severs his
kinship tie to Quy, less out of love for Ngan and more to preserve the patriarchal order.
Calling his son “Mr. Chairman,” Quang deals with his son in the language of the state.
Quang tells Quy, “Now you, mister, are no longer my child. You are the village
chairman, the government’s representative” (184–85). This battle of the alphas pits the
state against the traditional family structure, not to lift off patriarchal oppression but to
replace it with a state official’s greed. One may dismiss such family drama as
inconsequential for the larger society, but the villagers know that “It could happen to any
family, either in remote mountains or down in a city. It should make us think about our
own fates” (190). The social fabric is no longer safe in the hands of Party agents who
may assert their power even against their own fathers.
Ho faces the same fate as Quang with his “children” in the Politburo when they
reject his marriage because it may smudge his image as the “Father of the Nation.”
Observing Quy’s treatment of Quang from afar, Ho comments, as if on his own
fate: “Someone living under the protection of the family head but who wants to apply his
own power over him: […] Do all children have to kill their fathers and do all grown
animals have to eliminate the old ones in search of food?” (333). Ho’s dread at the
patricidal impulse around him signals more than abstract existentialism, given that the
state has betrayed its paternal figure by killing his lover, displacing his children, and
confining him on top of a mountain under heavy surveillance. Ho’s trusted confidant Vu
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explains how the Party perceives Ho: “I begin to understand people’s logic; when you are
full of rice, then you must give up meat. When you are made a saint, or the Father of the
Nation, you are not entitled to ordinary happiness” (300). The state’s logic would
imagine Ho as the country’s essential food item. The whiteness of rice stands for the pure
virtue that Ho is burdened to uphold, and the saint’s life must be rid of carnal pleasure.
To ensure its constituents’ devotion, the religion of the state foists asceticism on the
Father, forbidding him from pursuing any sensual love even in the marital bed. Ho’s
musing over whether grown animals have to eliminate old ones turns the officials’ logic
against itself: purifying Ho’s desire ironically turns them into lawless animals. At the
meeting among all the Party leaders, one comrade puts it succinctly: “Women only think
of the roofs over their heads, their own self-interest, but the president must respect the
interest of the nation and the people over all other considerations. Our revolution is
successful because all the people together trust your leadership. Your image brings
strength to the nation” (267). Against the grandeur of the selfless, masculine business of
the state, family is cast as a selfish, feminine concern. This inverse dichotomy contradicts
the state’s claim to represent Vietnamese people because, as the novel painstakingly
shows, the family as a time-honored institution fortifies the social fabric, especially when
Vietnam is undergoing critical transitions through wars.30 The state’s metaphoric logic of
“family” immures Ho in the tenor, shutting him out of the vehicle; the family in this case
must always be national, never familial. Quang the commoner and Ho the national Father
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According to the Library of Congress’s handbook on Vietnam, “After the 1950s […] some traditions
were questioned, especially in the North. The timeless notion that the family was the primary focus of
individual loyalty was disparaged as feudal by the communists, who also criticized the traditional concept
of the family as a self-contained socioeconomic unit” (Cima 116).
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are both paternal figures whose kinship ties are severed by the state, which competes
against the traditional family structure as the determining force in Vietnamese society.
The murder of Ho’s young wife Xuan governs Ho’s entire narrative and as a vital
core strengthens the text’s claim of historical veracity against state deception. The murder
is told and retold several times from different perspectives in both direct and indirect
discourse, emphasizing its centrality and constructing a testified truth. Quoc Tuy, the
minister of the interior and Party Leader Sau’s loyal police, sexually pursues Xuan, who
rejects him. In Xuan’s account, Quoc Tuy “wanted me to lie under his belly. Because that
was the Politburo’s order. The Politburo had decided that I will be his wife” (436). Quoc
Tuy rapes Xuan with the state’s permission. Not able to intimidate Xuan into abandoning
Ho, in 1957 Quoc Tuy “at Sau’s wish” (105) hires a hit man to kill her with a mallet.
Xuan’s body “was thrown on the side of a road outside Hanoi, making it appear that a
car had hit her, pretending it was a traffic accident” (488, italics in original). This
murder mystery is based on a real incident that involved the most powerful man of the
Party: First Secretary Le Duc Tho, whom historian Lien-Hang Nguyen has characterized
as “the driving force behind Party policy during Vietnam’s pivotal half century that
witnessed revolution, war, and reunification set against the backdrop of the Cold War”
(18).31 Historian William Duiker recounts,
In 1955, a young woman from the border province of Cao Bang arrived in Hanoi.
Winsome in appearance, Miss Xuan soon came to the attention of the aging
president, who arranged to have her serve as his private nurse. Eventually she
gave birth to his son, who was subsequently adopted by Ho’s private secretary,

31

Le Duc Tho refused the 1973 Nobel Peace Prize, jointly awarded to him and Henry Kissinger for their
work on an armistice (“Le Duc Tho – Facts”).
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Vu Ky. One day in 1957, Miss Xuan’s body was discovered beside a road in the
suburbs, the apparent victim of an automobile accident. (505–06)
Tran Quoc Hoan, the minister of public security, was accused of raping and killing Xuan.
The state quickly hushed the story, and no one was charged (Duiker 506). Xuan’s name is
the key that unlocks Duong’s novel as partly a roman à clef, in which Sau and Quoc Tuy
are fictional versions of Le Duc Tho and Tran Quoc Hoan, respectively. The character
Tran Vu, Duong reveals in the author’s note, takes inspiration from Vu Ki (or Vu Ky),
the former curator of the Ho Chi Minh Museum and Ho’s trusted friend. Moreover, that
Xuan was killed with a mallet is an indicting clue against Le Duc Tho, who was
notoriously known as Sau Bua, or Sau the Hammer, “for his toughness in dealing with his
colleagues” (Duiker 505). In her daring historical fiction, Duong uncovers a shrouded
crime to dispute official state historiography which glorifies Le Duan Tho and Tran Quoc
Hoan. By placing the rape of Xuan at the center of her novel, Duong wields her literary
“stateless power” (Tölölyan 22) from Paris “to publish Tarquin’s foul offence,” so to
speak, and divulge the injustice inflicted on the innocent woman and her husband. The
result is a portrait of Ho as a widower mourning his wife’s wrongful death, a far cry from
the paternal bachelor deified by the nation.
In the political realm, The Zenith characterizes the Party’s split from Ho at the
Ninth Plenum in 1963 as evidence of the state’s tyranny driven by personal glory at the
expense of the people—a betrayal against Ho and a closer alignment with China. “At that
landmark conference,” Vu remembers,
all the cards were turned faceup. The majority of the delegates sided with Ba
Danh [Duong’s fictitious name for General Secretary Le Duan, Le Duc Tho’s
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aide-de-camp] and Sau. They wanted a victory more worthy than that won in the
resistance war against the French. They wanted this new war. It was an addiction;
an addiction beyond their control. A fateful romanticism that seduced an entire
people in a mad rush. The passion to be a hero is fiercer than any sexual fixation.
In the burning fires of sexual desire, no logic survives. When Sau decided to
move the resolution for the war, Elder Brother walked out into the corridor to
smoke alone. (103–04)
Told in Vu’s unmistakably disapproving tone, this account is a direct challenge against
Vietnam’s claim of historic glory through its successive victories over foreign invaders.
Hanoi here is partly to be blamed for the war’s escalation in the 1960s. The state craves a
more illustrious victory, and the people are only a means to that end. To show the state’s
hypocrisy, the novel establishes a contrast between the Ho’s forced celibacy and the
Party’s war addiction described as a destructive sexual passion. The passage’s final
image shows Ho being literally sidelined into the corridor while the vote progresses in the
chamber; he becomes an outcast to the Party, which he has established and led for some
time. After its vote for war, the Politburo aggressively persecuted dissidents whom it
considered subversive pro-Soviet Revisionists (357–58).32 In the context of the Sino–
Soviet split, the Party’s vote against peaceful coexistence means a closer alignment with
Mao’s hardline anti-imperialism vis-à-vis the “archrevisionist” Khrushchev’s moderate
diplomacy (L-H. Nguyen 42). Ho wants a more restrained policy, the novel suggests, but
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Regarding the Revisionist Anti-Party Affair, Lien-Hang Nguyen writes, “The hardliners silenced the
more moderate Politburo members with threats and blackmail, including sidelining President Ho Chi Minh
as the Ninth Plenum by invoking his past indiscretions. In fact, Le Duan presented Ho with the option of
‘following the Politburo line or standing aside’ at the plenum. Using the ‘theory of two mistakes’—Ho’s
wrongful capitulation to the French in 1945 and incorrect acceptance of the terms of the Geneva Accords in
1954—Le Duan was able to shame the aged leader into submission” (66–67).
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Sau emerges triumphant in the end as the chief executive.33 By revisiting and critiquing
this chapter in Hanoi’s history, the novel vandalizes the Politburo’s “monumental Arch of
Triumph” and exposes “the hired guns and executioners” passing as “flowers among the
grass” after the war (357).
The novel further accentuates the alignment between China and the Vietnamese
state by paralleling the antagonist Sau and Chairman Man, Duong’s fictional Mao
Zedong. Two traits are consistent across Sau and Man: sexual excess and despotism. Sau
boasts that he is agile enough “to serve thirty-six women with dedication, from nubile
ones to middle-aged beauties” (42). Man’s brag echoes and worsens the same idea: “I
select women from wherever I happen to be. […] I regain my youth and nourish my
libido thanks to those growing girls” (340). Sau’s and Man’s hedonism smacks of
misogyny and contrasts with the desexualized virtue that the state forces upon Ho. Sau’s
excess goes unchecked with Ho as its austere front. Once again, the novel reveals the
hypocrisy of the state in its treatment of the founding father. Furthermore, Sau and Man
both champion despotic governance. In Vu’s assessment, Sau’s “power was in knowing
just how to use those whom you call little people. Then the time comes for the little
people to use the littler people. […] Those two kinds of people become Sau’s main pillars
of firm support. They will do anything he wishes” (75–76). Sau’s cunning manipulation
resonates loudly with Man’s terse ruling principle, which sees the people as “Just wooden
pawns on history’s chessboard. […] When they are no longer useful, just throw them in
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The Book of Annals (Biên niên tiểu sử) entry for December 7, 1963 only mentions briefly that at the
meeting Ho affirmed his belief in Marx-Leninism; he also warned those “hotheaded like a furnace” that the
higher their ranks in the Party the calmer they should be (490). Ho’s invocation of Lenin is a subtle
reminder of the political origin of independent Vietnam: Ho decided to follow Marxism in Paris in the late
1910s, after Lenin called for the global class struggle to include anti-colonial politics (Lenin 285).
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the fire as kindling” (86). Duong’s diatribe against the Party’s checkered past requires
little explanation. It bears noting, though, that the novel pulls Sau and Man so closely to
each other that the novel’s French translator Dan Tran Phuong at one point confuses not
only the two characters but also North Vietnam and China.34 In the context of
Vietnamese decolonization, China stands suspect as the ancient colonizer, albeit an
important ally for much of the twentieth century. By saying that Sau and Man are two of
a kind, the novel casts doubt on Sau’s commitment to the national cause and declares him
a traitor to the people.
Next to the Sau–Man parallel lies the chasm between Man and Ho. Man appears
in the novel as Ho’s ghostly foil who dialogues with Ho and rigorously tries the latter’s
personal values and national creed. Mocking Ho as “Napoleon on St. Helena” (335), Man
sets up a debate in which Man defends his pure Oriental despotism against Ho’s belief in
Western Enlightenment ideals such as liberty and equality. Ho recognizes Man as “the
most powerful man under the eastern sky […] a man full of demonic plots leading
China’s Cultural Revolution […] conducting the most terrifying campaign of
eliminations ever seen in the history of humanity” (84). As the archtyrant from the East,
Man diagnoses Ho’s failure and schools him in sovereignty:
Your weakest link is your conflicted stance between East and West. That
unresolved orientation has planted a seed of destruction inside you. First is your
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For example, in the statement “Fate: because the north had fallen into the hands of one inflicted with
insanity” (102), which makes clear Vu’s despair of Sau’s rise to power in North Vietnam, “the north” is an
accurate translation from the Vietnamese original phương Bắc (Đỉnh cao 64). Yet, the French translation
reads, “Le destin : parce que la Chine est tombée entre les mains d’un fou fanatique” (Au Zénith 159). “The
north” here is explicitly identified as China, not North Vietnam, and the “one inflicted with insanity” is not
Sau but Chairman Man. Between the Vietnamese original and the French translation, North China and
China, Sau and Man, are misidentified with each other. Perhaps this mistranslation is not entirely the
translator’s fault but exists within the ambiguity that Duong intends.
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understanding of democracy, a kind of bread baked by the white devils. Here is
the root cause of your failure. You were an obedient student of the West, while
your closest subordinates were indigenous only. Therefore they simultaneously
suspected that you had affection for the French and took advantage of the Western
principle that the majority rules to bind you like a butcher ties a pig before
bleeding it to death. (338)
According to Man’s culturalist political theory, Ho should abandon the concept of
democracy taught by “some blue-eyed and high-nosed teacher” (87) because it cannot be
translated to Vietnam. The divide between East and West is absolute in Man’s totality,
and the only form of interaction that has resulted from their interaction is colonialism.35
To the people’s eye, Ho is a doubtful Francophile who should be eliminated. Yet, it is a
mistake to infer that Man is proposing a sort of pan–Asian solidarity against the
Occident. Man’s imagery of butchery here suggests bloody savagery, proof that a
civilizational hierarchy and colonial impulse underpin Man’s theory. “Between you and
I,” Man plainly says to Ho, “what remains forever is the emperor of China and the vassal
of Vietnam” (85). If one follows Man’s logic, the dichotomy against which Man
struggles is not one between East and West but, more precisely, one between despotic
purism and cultural hybridity. Man tries to make Ho into his own image calling him “a

35

As Jodi Kim has shown, during the Cold War, China emerges as a dangerous brand of communism in its
own right posing a threat to the region that needs to be contained by Western powers. “China, in
championing the rights of smaller nations and opposing both U.S. imperialism and Soviet ‘revisionism,’
overshadows the Soviet Union as America’s principal Cold War threat” (Kim 72). China’s “Red Asia”
scare is behind the production of the Fu Manchu stereotype in U.S., best exemplified in the 1962 film The
Manchurian Candidate, in which Dr. Yen Lo is a Cold War Fu Manchu brainwashing Americans to kill
other Americans. With China’s enigmatic power to brainwash, “It seems, then, that it is not only Cold War
victory, but also the very survival of the human race that is at stake in counteracting such ‘oriental’ tactics”
(Kim 75). Evidently, Duong crystallizes this Oriental despot stereotype in Chairman Man, regurgitating a
powerful anti-Chinese image as a literary device to purify Ho Chi Minh’s image from the taint of the red
menace.
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king in the East” and telling him, “The blood that flows in you is Eastern and calls you
back to the old temples” (339). Reputed among comrades as “someone with Bordeaux
wine in his blood” (73), however, Ho rejects Man’s call because accepting it would only
result in another colonial (re)subjugation. The real Ho’s admiration for Western ideals is
evident in his most famous composition: the Vietnamese Declaration of Independence,
whose beginning words paraphrase both its American model and Article 1 of France’s
1789 Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen: “All the men are created equal.
They are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights; among these are Life,
Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness” (Tran, Hồ Chí Minh 65). Yet, Man does have a
point: Ho’s closest subordinates have alienated him and brought the state more in line
with China. The novel keeps alive the tension between the nation’s eastward and
westward pulls and reveals how wartime nationalism strives to sterilize the country’s
centuries-long complexity.36
Beyond the East–West axis, Man’s racism confronts and casts doubt on Ho’s
global vision of anti-colonialism, evincing The Zenith’s deep pessimism about Vietnam’s
national development. As he continues his critique of Ho’s incompetence, Man
rhetorically moves from the clash of civilizations to a racial hierarchy: “Even Africans
know how to retain sovereign power. You are a thousand times more intelligent than
they: why you let subordinates push you to this extremity is something I would like to
know” (341). Man’s example of African inferiority goes counter to the well-known
history of Ho’s anti-colonial activism alongside the colonized of Africa, the Middle East,
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Perhaps Duong’s critical stance against China prevents her from incorporating another well-known fact
about Ho: in the 1920s, he married a Cantonese woman named Tang Tuyet Minh, whom he eventually
abandoned (Duiker 143, Hémery 145). One wonders how Duong would portray this Chinese wife if she
were included in the novel.
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and the Antilles.37 Insidious as he is, Man challenges Ho’s belief in global decolonization
and self-determination against imperialism at the moment when Ho is most disheartened
by postcolonial debasement. When Man presents the analogy of Ho as a butchered pig,
Man presses on Ho’s raw nerve about his life-long political project because that image
brings back a troubling scene from Ho’s days in Paris. At a movie theater, Ho watches a
documentary shot somewhere in Africa. “Watching the local people draw blood from the
cow, whose head bobbed in a vat of blood, then drink the still fresh and hot blood, his
skin suddenly burst out in goose bumps, sweat dripping wet on his back” (72–73). This
African blood drinking ritual resonates with Vietnamese traditional dishes of pig’s blood
and duck’s blood, which Ho cannot stomach (72). A scene that could inspire Francis Ford
Coppola to create the famous bull slashing spectacle in Apocalypse Now, the blooddrinking ritual and the distasteful dishes are uncomfortable reminders that decolonization
also comes with deep insecurity about the people’s readiness for self-rule. “He saw that
realizing the shortcomings of a nation was like having a fever,” the narrator explains
Ho’s thought, “you must endure before you can cure” (73). As a victim of the state,
Duong painfully understands her nation’s “shortcomings.” Like the candid film of Africa
which unsettles Ho, Duong’s novel holds a mirror to the nation: one must be honest about
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While in Paris in the late 1910s and early 20s, Ho—as Nguyen Ai Quoc—organized the Union
Intercoloniale, which aimed to unite the colonized to topple colonialism (Brocheux and Hémery 310,
Duiker 78–79). He then founded and contributed to the journal Le Paria, alongside his Senegalese,
Moroccan, Algerian, Malagasy comrades (Tran, L’Itinéraire 43). In 1925, Ho published first monograph,
Le Procès de la colonisation française (The Process of French Colonialism), a treatise against French
colonialism. While dealing principally with Indochina, Le Procès cites numerous examples of French
colonial cruelty in Madagascar, Dahomey (today Benin), Algeria, Sudan, Syria, Cameroon, among others.
“So long as one has white skin,” Ho charges, “one functions as a civilizer. And so long as one is a civilizer,
one can commit acts of savagery while remaining the most civilized” (Q. Nguyen 72). In fact, Ho’s
international perspective was part and parcel of his revolutionary politics. Brent Hayes Edwards has
argued, “For most of the anticolonial activists from West Africa, North Africa, the Caribbean, and Asia
who worked in the metropole in the post–World War I period, nationalism only arose as a discourse
contiguous with the heady and ambitious internationalisms of the time” (“The Shadow of Shadows” 14,
emphasis in original).
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the Party’s flaw before one can repair it. Poignantly, Duong suggests that the state’s flaw
may not be a temporary matter but a national defect.38 “By the time I realized this,” Ho
bemoans to himself, “it was already too late” (367). The novel’s remarkable intellectual
itinerary, from Vietnam to Paris to Africa then back home, disquiets an easy celebration
of either national pride or Third World solidarity. Ho has no strength to rail against
Mans’s point, for he has no proof for a rebuttal. The state’s realism comes to crush the
idealism which defines the young days of the revolution.
To resolve the dialectical opposition between himself and Man, Ho resorts to the
yin yang symbol, which contains their enmity in brotherly kinship. When Man first
appears to Ho, Man rejects Ho’s greeting “Great Older Brother”: “I am great indeed, but I
am no brother of yours. And don’t call me Comrade either because the spirit of the word
has faded. The word is dead. It has rotten like a corpse for a long while” (Đỉnh cao 54).39
Yet, after their robust dialogues, Ho and Man come to a better appreciation of each other.
Ho thus characterizes their relationship as follows: “I think yin and yang are unbound.
But you have taken the trouble to come and visit me. Though a nemesis, you have
become an honored guest. But all the advice given out in life is worthless because
individuals are different.” (Đỉnh cao 192).40 Like yin and yang, neither can Ho and Man
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Duong’s racial pessimism never concretizes into a well-reasoned thought, her blame wavering from fate
to the nation. One early example is found in Paradise when the protagonist Hang observes the Japanese
tourists in Moscow and reflects on the difference between Japanese and Vietnamese people: “How are they
different from us? […] If reincarnation were true, surely they had no superior qualities in their previous
lives. Intelligence, patience, endurance—we Asians have them in abundance. But fate has privileged them.
They were reborn under safe and even roofs, shielded from storms” (251, my translation). Duong here sees
not a defect in Vietnamese national culture but only misfortune.
39
The English translation makes little sense: “I am great indeed, but I am no brother of yours. And don’t
call me Comrade either because my once brilliant patina is faded. The other one is dead and he turned into
a decomposed corpse a long time ago” (The Zenith 85).
40
The English translation deemphasizes the shift in Man’s position from nemesis to honored guest: “You—
a nemesis—bother to come visit as an honored guest” (The Zenith 341).
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resolve their differences, nor do they destroy each other; they coexist as complementary
opposites. Man accepts this modus vivendi and interprets it in terms of kinship: “for
thousands of years China and Vietnam have been enemy siblings. You and I, too” (The
Zenith 342). Man and Ho’s “kinship of brotherly enemies” (The Zenith 342) is a
significant development from the earlier emperor–vassal dynamic in that they now see
themselves as part of an imagined family, no longer a lordship and bondage. The
dialectic’s synthesis in yin and yang both acknowledges the historical hostility in Sino–
Vietnamese relationship and respects their shared Confucian heritage.41 When Man
interpellates Ho as his enemy, he elevates Ho from a political outcast to someone
comparable to “the most powerful man under the eastern sky.” The novel thereby
redeems Ho as a symbolic figurehead, an alternative to the state’s emasculated paragon of
virtue.
In contrast to Ho’s newly formed brotherhood with Man, the novel depicts the
Party as a broken fraternity. Ho realizes that his relationship with his comrades has
disintegrated when the latter no longer care about the people. Witnessing the widespread
suffering after the independence war, Ho requests that the Party revise its economic
policy. “Liberation is meaningless if it does not make people happier. […] Independence
is valueless” if people cannot “stand on their own two feet” (370). Yet, Ho’s plea falls on
deaf ears. “Yesterday, they had still been comrades fighting for an idea. […] Today was
when the generals divided up the war booty in the palace” (370). Because of greed, peace
ironically comes with demise. The narrator continues in Ho’s point of view:
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The legacy of fighting Chinese imperialism is part of Vietnamese national identity. In modern history,
this hostility broke out into a border war in early 1979. The hostility is escalating today with China’s
increasing military aggression in the South China Sea.
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That had been the first time he had understood the breakup of relationships among
those who had once called one another “Comrade” or even “Brother,”
associations that had been woven over decades or even longer. The cutting
asunder could happen in a moment once the sword of power had been brought
down. Before that blade, all past associations, simply, would be fragile
spiderwebs. (371)
The comrades’ political kinship and the fate of the nation are intertwined. Seduced by
power, however, the Party leaders “were no longer concerned with the things that
concerned him, because personal interests are always closest to us and seduce us the most
effectively” (370). Selfish power-grabbing becomes the sword that cuts the ties forged
and tried during the war decades. As much as Ho believes in the ideals of liberty and
equality in governance, he highly prizes fraternity as a core value for the postcolonial
state—yet another example of Ho’s embracing revolutionary France’s tripartite motto.
Fraternity, in his vision, is best realized through communism. By breaking fraternity,
Party leaders also disrespect liberty and equality, the core pillars of a democratic state,
and betray their shared revolutionary ideals.
Unlike Ho and Man’s cerebral play with yin and yang, Ho’s symbolic resolution
for his personal and national tragedy is his own death, which the novel elevates into a
demand for poetic justice. Ho steps onto a sacred ground on top of Lan Vu mountain, “a
place where the cosmic energies of rivers and mountains unite. The ancients openly
recorded this fact in the histories” (501).42 Looking down at the mountains and river, he
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Duong’s decision to place Ho on top of a mountain is a deviation from the fact. “In 1958, he moved into
a new small stilt house on the grounds of the presidential palace, just a few yards away from the gardener's
cottage he had occupied. Built at the Party’s order in the simple style of the houses of the mountain
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experiences the sublime and has an epiphany: “it is his land; it is tied to him, and he to it,
forever. Everything he had had, everything he had lost, all that he had done, and all that
remains as a debt […] all this had started from, and would end because of, this land”
(501) Like a king surveying his domain, Ho’s entire being becomes one with his country.
He delivers a quiet prayer “to all the sacred saints of the nation; to all great spirits of
brave heroes and kings who have explored and protected these mountains and rivers” and
“to the Buddha” (502). Summoning the spirits of the ancient legends who have created
and fought for the nation, he asks them to grant him his last wish: to die on September 2,
Vietnam’s Independence Day. Ho’s death will be his last weapon:
My passing will announce the end of a cruel and traitorous regime and provide its
death certificate.
My death will be my last gift to my people.
My death will be the last victory, to compensate for all the failures and
mistakes I made during my whole life.
My death will be my most sincere apology before the highest judiciary of all
existence as well as of conscience itself. (502)
Ho’s end will coincide with the anniversary of the country’s beginning, and his
martyrdom will announce the regime’s end. This is not a suicidal wish but a sacrificial
offer, a self-erasing gift. Ho knows that with his death he will join the ranks of the
ancient greats, and his symbolic afterlife will influence and inspire the people more than
the Party allows while he is alive. Also a personal wish, his death will cleanse him of the
guilt of having given birth to a monstrous child wreaking havoc on the land and its

minorities settled in the Viet Bac, it served as his main office and residence for the remainder of his life”
(Duiker 508–09).
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people. The ancients hear his prayer and respond. “He hears thousands of dreamy sounds,
like a choir from the Eastern Sea that resonates, overflows, and rolls with the waves.
Then it sounds like the whispered chattering of thousands of years of being restored”
(502). The ghosts of Vietnam’s heroic past appear one by one and welcome him into their
fold. In this moment, Duong’s novel at once liberates Ho from the Party’s narrative and
re-canonizes him. The new saint “turns his back to the Eastern Sea and faces west” (502),
truly returning to the land from his long exile both abroad and at home. Duong’s dazzling
poetic treatment strips Ho of his political bearings and transforms him into a nonideological hero, more specifically, someone who transcends the trappings of worldly
politics into an even higher national ideal. Ho’s life project comes full circle in this
spectacle: Duong is here alluding to Ho’s 1942 nationalist historical project called
History of Our Country (Lịch sử nước ta), a long poem chronicling Vietnamese heroes
battling Chinese invaders through the centuries. Given that History of Our Country is an
early Viet Minh effort to muster support for the anti-French struggle (Bradley, Imagining
Vietnam and America 113), The Zenith inserts Ho as the last verse to this epic poem,
implying that the Communist Party has become yet another invader to be vanquished. In
this high poetic realm, Duong posits a Vietnamese essence that soars above matters of
Party loyalty and beyond the civil war that has determined Vietnam’s fate in the twentieth
century.
In The Zenith, Duong’s first novel completed and published in exile, Duong
delivers a quintessential Vietnamese story impermissible in Vietnam. With the
nationalized paterfamilias as her protagonist, she paints an abject portrait of a mourning
husband and father oppressed by a tyrannical party-state. Duong draws a parallel between
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Ho the national hero and Quang a villager: both as old men whose rightful marriages to
younger women are denied by state officials, not out of decorum but because of selfish
greed. The resonance between the men across classes suggests that the Party has become
a menace to the Vietnamese social fabric. The novel further condemns the state by
depicting Sau, the Party’s leader, as a counterpart to Chairman Man, the archtyrant of
China. North Vietnam thus aligns too closely to China, straying from the people whom it
purports to represent. Through a series of dialogues, Ho and Man lay bare their opposite
values. Man stands for total Oriental despotism while Ho believes in Western
Enlightenment ideals of liberty, equality, and fraternity. Duong formally resolves their
absolute difference through the symbol of yin and yang and contains their animosity in a
strained brotherhood. Fraternity, however, is in crisis within the Party. The ruling elite’s
corruption breaks the camaraderie cultivated during the war and causes the failure of
communism in Vietnam. Duong’s highest literary act is to craft an alternative
hagiography of Ho, a counter to the one controlled by the state. In this version, Ho
transcends the politics that has overdetermined Vietnam’s identity and enters the ranks of
national heroes past. Conjuring Vietnam’s ancient luminaries is also Duong’s way to
declare her own patriotism as a writer in exile, always looking back to her country and
preserving its tradition abroad.
FAILURES: LOVE, FAMILY, NATION
As the only diasporic Vietnamese texts wrought out of the iconology of Ho, The
Book of Salt and The Zenith employ the historical fiction genre to conceive the diaspora’s
fraught, intertwined, dialectical relationship to the homeland as a modern nation-state, to
echo Brian Keith Axel (426). Despite their differences in languages, contexts, and
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intended audiences, both historical novels employ similar formal strategies to depict
stalled intimacies and failed alliances which carry a larger significance for the state and
nation. In The Book of Salt, Minh, the obedient colonial subject, serves as a foil to his
brother who seeks in Chef Blériot a fleeting, orgasmic escape from the colonial order.
The Zenith’s archvillain Chairman Man and protagonist Ho engage in a dialectic as
opposites who together reveal complex modes of national identification and values of
governance. Character parallels also inform the texts. Bình and Quoc, aka the man on the
bridge, stand next to each other as a pair sounding a new possibility for peaceful, even
romantic, North–South unification. As their counterpoint, Party leader Sau and Chairman
Man in Duong’s novel make a menacing duo, tethered together by their tyrannical
dispositions. Moreover, the thwarted intimacies in both novels are laden with national
meanings. In The Zenith, state agents murder Ho’s wife and destroy his family in order to
rid him of worldly desire. His saintly public image is used to cover over the excesses of
his former comrades. The state is in crisis because the leaders’ greed has broken their
fraternity. Bình’s failed interracial romances in Truong’s novel show the limits of risky
alliances with a French colonialist and an American con man. Blériot’s and Lattimore’s
betrayals reveal how hierarchies of race, class, and gender conspire to punish Bình as a
queer subaltern under colonialism. As Eng astutely observes, Bình’s queer relationship
with Lattimore—and the one with Blériot, I would add—“is a private without a public;
through a similar logic, the history of Ho Chi Minh will become a public without a
private” (75).
From The Book of Salt to The Zenith, this chapter keeps its eye on both colonial
Indochina and the postcolonial party-state in a hermeneutic that spans most of twentieth-
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century Vietnam. Shaping their Vietnamese narratives from abroad, Truong and Duong
write against the Cold War–civil war divide that has calcified political thoughts in both
Vietnam and the diaspora. Both authors strategically choose the two periods of Ho’s life
unhardened by revolutionary zeal and most open to interpretation: for Truong, it is when
Ho was still Nguyen Ai Quoc, a bright-eyed student of life in early twentieth century
Paris; in contrast to that young man, the aged father in Duong’s novel quietly airs his
sorrows as an outcast to his national children. In The Book of Salt, Bình sidesteps
revolutionary Marxism as an answer to colonialism by exploring his options with the
Frenchman and the Americans. While Bình’s political maneuvers evoke South Vietnam’s
non-communist consciousness from the 1950s to its extinction, his flirtation with the
revolutionary icon Quoc in Paris marks Bình’s divergence from the South’s civil war
anti-Communism. Characterizing Quoc’s relationship as a gift, as opposed to his trades of
intimacy with Blériot and Lattimore, Bình shows a radical imagination of North–South
unification in the diaspora. Duong, on the other hand, pitches her novel as a Northern,
intramural rebuke against the Communist Party’s corruption and disloyal to its founding
father and the people. The Party’s victory over the Southerners and Americans, from
Duong’s perspective, has ushered in the country’s decline and a reign of incompetence.
At their most radical, both novels deploy high poetic imagery to salvage their
protagonists and imagine alternative possibilities for the country. Truong stops time and
dims Paris’s colors to bring together Bình and Quoc on the bridge above the Sein. Theirs
is a forbidden romance in both Vietnam and the diaspora, yet Bình sustains this
imagination of North–South union in continual waiting. Taking Ho to the zenith of
Mount Lan Vu, Duong conjures up the ghosts of Vietnam’s national heroes who embrace
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him as one of their own. In her alternative hagiography of Ho, he is a martyr not for the
state but against it. As Ho enters the constellation of heroic luminaries, he is stripped of
ideological strappings and reckons with a Vietnamese essence that transcends politics. In
this sense, The Book of Salt and The Zenith are diasporic novels of national development,
a genre that takes shape in creative nostalgia and hope.
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CHAPTER 2
DIASPORIC SOUTH VIETNAM: LITERARY NATIONALISMS IN NOVELS BY
LY THU HO AND LAN CAO
From the 1980s through the 90s, Vo Phien, a famed South Vietnamese writer who
lived in exile in Southern California after the end of the Vietnam War,43 put together a
collection entitled Southern Literature (Văn học Miền Nam). Spanning seven volumes,
the work is a mix between an anthology and a study of literary productions of various
genres published in the Republic of Vietnam between 1954 to 1975.44 The author details
his rationale in the foreword of the first volume entitled Overview (Tổng quản). The years
1954–75 turned out to be a “luckless literary era” (thời kỳ văn học kém may mắn) that did
not attract scholars’ sustained thought, Vo Phien bemoans; as a result, the literature has
never been examined in its proper social, economic, and political context. Put differently,
South Vietnamese literature has been underprivileged as an object of study (21). Vo
Phien’s tome thus responds to an emergency: “Southern literature 1954–75 has received
no critical attention; it is being destroyed” (26).45 Vo Phien points out that this alarming
destruction has happened not only physically with the Hanoi regime’s ban list and police
confiscations; the Communist Party of Vietnam, upon annihilating the Republic of
Vietnam south the seventeenth parallel in 1975, has also actively substituted RVN
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For more on Vo’s life and work, see Schafer.
All translations from Vo’s work are mine. Though written in Vietnamese and published by a Vietnamese
American press in Southern California, the project was funded by the Ford Foundation, the National
Endowment for the Humanities, and the Henry Luce Foundation through the Social Science Research
Council and the American Council of Learned Societies. The first volume contains rich information about
the writers, readership, publishing conditions, cultural and social contexts, and broad sketches of literary
features. It divides the state’s existence into two parts: 1954–63, from decolonization through the First
Republic, and 1963–75, from the military rule to the end of the Second Republic. The volume then
provides broad observations on the novels, essays, lyric poetry, plays, and documentary-biographies (ky).
Vo Phien expands his commentary on each genre in the other volumes.
45
“Văn học Miền Nam 54-75 không có phê bình, văn học Miền Nam đang bị tiêu huỷ.”
44
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literary legacy with a “Southern liberation literature” (văn học giải phóng Miền Nam), or
Communist-leaning works (26). Vo Phien finds it “morbidly humorous” (lố bịch) that
Western observers may take this Northern-grafted literature unquestioningly as the
“authentic” (chân chính) literature of southern Vietnam (29). Aware of his limited
resources and an inadequate count of materials, he “reluctantly” (miễn cưỡng) undertakes
this massive project to offer “an outline, a draft, a suggestion, a reminder, a mention”46
for future scholars better equipped to complete this venture (29–30). The author’s
deprecation of his own labor is an understatement at best: Southern Literature totals more
than three-thousand two-hundred pages covering a wide range of genres, including the
essay, drama, poetry, novel, journalism, and biography. Without claiming the title, Vo
Phien in his late years becomes the guardian in exile of an extinct state’s literary life
against the systematic erosion conducted by an enemy regime. For this writer-critic,
literary collection and criticism however belated are acts of nation-building. Literature, in
the case of postwar South Vietnam, is a potent leverage against disavowal, neglect, and
amnesia—against history itself.
SOUTH VIETNAMESE NATIONALISM IN DIASPORIC LITERATURE
Considering that the RVN’s blueprint was a French design and that its entire
existence thoroughly relied on U.S. economic and military aid, to speak of South
Vietnamese nationalism is to go against a deeply held assumption in decades of
historiographies on the Vietnam War. Although South Vietnam is now becoming a more
serious topic of discussion, it still serves mostly as a proxy to the question of whether or
not American involvement was justified. In Edward Miller’s perceptive words, “The

46

“một sơ thảo, một bản nháp, một gợi ý, nhắc nhở, một cách nêu vấn đề”
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sound and the fury of the clashes between the proponents of orthodoxy and revisionism
have sometimes obscured a simple but important historiographical fact: the debate
between these two schools has been, a root, a debate about the United States and about
Americans” (“Ngo Dinh Diem” 195). Nevertheless, several scholars of Vietnamese
studies are paying closer attention to South Vietnamese cultural politics and revising
some hardened assumptions such as Vietnamese Catholics’ complicity with the Diem
government.47 In his survey, Tuan Hoang has observed that Asian American studies
scholars tend to critique anticommunism among Vietnamese Americans as a mark of
their bad-faith, perhaps even shameful, alignment with U.S. conservative politics for a
modicum of visibility. This view, as Hoang rightly points out, is ahistorical and reductive
(44–48).
A key criterion to evaluate the southern state’s legitimacy is whether or not it ever
had a nationalist “essence,” but counterintuitively enough, one must upset this very
essentialist thinking when it comes to Vietnam’s postcolonial Cold War national
development when addressing South Vietnamese nationalism. That is to say, the civil war
was not a competition of nationalist thoughts as faits accomplis, and cultural
“authenticity” was never the yardstick of success. Rather, upon decolonization, Vietnam
was an open field of nationalist experiments; both the Hanoi and Saigon regimes
suppressed other alternatives and warred with each other to proclaim “true” nationalism.
Nationalism in the South—as in the North—was an evolving phenomenon, shifting with
unexpected political tides.48 Though RVN state-making policies and diplomacy have

47

See L. Chu; Hansen; Nguyen-Marshall, “Tools of Empire?”; and Tran T. L. “Les Catholiques” and “The
Challenge.”
48
The necessary incoherence and sometimes ambivalence of nationalist development in the North is
perhaps the reason why there cannot be an agreement on whether Ho Chi Minh was more communist than
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received some overdue attention in recent traditionalist and revisionist accounts, the more
nebulous phenomenon of South Vietnamese nationalism exceeds their historical frames.49
Yet, following Odd Arne Westad’s insight that the Vietnam War was a competition
between Vietnamese nationalists who espoused “two opposing versions of European
modernist thought” (4), one should appreciate better that there is nothing essentially
Vietnamese in either Northern communism or its Southern rival, noncommunist
personalism (nhân vị).50 Communism and capitalistic democracy happened to be the

nationalist. The way China transfigured from the DRV’s communist brothers during the civil war to its
enemy during the border war of the late 1970s also shows the pliability of Northern nationalism.
49
In the essay that sparked the historians’ wrangle, Robert Buzzanco mounts a widely accepted criterion:
“‘Nationhood,’” he declares, “involves more than a titular head of state and an army; it involves consensus,
sovereignty, development, international legitimacy and other defining criteria, and southern Vietnam
lacked that essential ‘stuff’ so the U.S. had to try to invent it, with results that were really not surprising to
those who were involved in Vietnam decisions at the time” (“How I Learned”). In order for South Vietnam
to claim nationhood, there must be proof of some “essential ‘stuff’” beyond the usual government and
military business. In Buzzanco’s eyes, the RVN lacks a nationalist core, and when one digs through all the
state’s trappings, one sees only American plastic and concrete. Carter, who completed his doctorate under
Buzzanco’s direction, elaborates this point in his book Inventing Vietnam (2008), which shows in great
detail how the U.S. funded all infrastructure projects and sustained the entire economy south of the
seventeenth parallel. Miller, to date the foremost expert on the First Republic, has responded to Buzzanco’s
charge, but only in kind: “Did Britain, France, and other states of Western Europe become less real after
they received Marshall Plan aid? At what point does foreign aid transform a real state into one that is not
real?” (“War Stories” 466). The debate on RVN “nation-ness,” “the most universally legitimate value in the
political life of our time” (B. Anderson 3) that Hanoi has consistently denied Southerners, has so far
reached an impasse, and it has become a matter of academic preference. For example, in the editorial
introduction to his collection of South Vietnamese anecdotes, Taylor goes as far as pitching Vietnamese
Nationalism (capital N) in the South against Communism (capital C) in the North, asserting that true
nationalism was in the South’s possession.
50
Personalism, “the guiding ideal behind the South Vietnamese state” (Bradley, Vietnam at War 85), in
Miller’s description, “offered a ‘third path’ to social development that was neither liberal nor communist”
(Misalliance 44). As the philosophy’s most well-known proponent Emmanuel Mounier—the main source
for Diem and other Vietnamese personalists—explains, “In questions of the collective life, personalism
always gives the techniques of education and persuasion priority over the techniques of enforcement,
diplomacy or deception; for man only works well when he is working with the whole of himself. […]
Totalitarian methods proceed from the impatience of the powerful” (42). The personalist creed manifests in
Diem’s definition of democracy: “Democracy is essentially a permanent effort to find the right political
means in order to assure to all citizens the right of free development and of maximum initiative,
responsibility, and spiritual life” (qtd. in Moyar 75). Scholars disagree on whether or not the RVN elite
fully appreciated and tried in good faith to put personalism into practice, but, more relevant to this study,
Diem’s selection of this philosophy over, say, Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations or the Mont Pelerin
Society’s instructions shows that the RVN from its inception never toed the line of U.S. neoliberal
capitalism. As Diem put it in 1960, “Both, the free capitalist and the forced Communist, solutions have
achieved great industrial progress, but both, especially the Communist solution, have inflicted great
damage on man. / Realizing this fact, the most advanced elements of mankind are seeking a third solution
capable of quickly achieving the industrial revolution without the evil consequences of the two above” (qtd.
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strongest currents of thought that swept anti-colonialists the world over through most of
the twentieth century. Etienne Balibar has made precisely this point when he writes, “No
modern nation possesses a given ‘ethnic’ basis, even when it arises out of a national
independence struggle” (93). Furthermore, Benedict Anderson has argued that
“nationality, or, as one might prefer to put it in view of that word’s multiple signification,
nation-ness, as well as nationalism, are cultural artefacts of a particular kind”; they
emerged in eighteenth-century Europe and were subsequently “transplanted, with varying
degrees of self-consciousness, to a great variety of social terrains, to merge and be
merged with a correspondingly wide variety of political and ideological constellations”
(4). The Western-educated Vietnamese anti-colonialists, Ho Chi Minh and Ngo Dinh
Diem most important among them, all agreed that French colonialism must end, and they
were eager to experiment with ideas they read about in foreign books or found in Europe
while navigating the rough waters of realpolitik (Norindr 43, Brocheux and Hémery 293).
Northern and Southern nationalisms were indeed malleable. In her study of Chính Luận
[Political Discussion], the longest-running Vietnamese-language daily in Saigon, Nu-Anh
Tran concludes: “Identity in the Republic of Vietnam was […] hemmed in ethnically by
Americans and politically and ideologically by both the communist North and southern
insurgents,” and Southern nationalism was forged out of “the cramped space between
these two opposing groups” (N-A. Tran 196–97). Lien-Hang Nguyen, other the other
hand, has shown that Hanoi had to modify its nationalist thought, rhetoric, and strategy

in Donnell 39). Diem’s effort to translate personalism—a French Catholic intellectual project at the dawn
of the twentieth century—to the postcolonial Vietnamese context captured his continual grappling with the
country’s colonial past, the centrality of the Catholic faith in his statesmanship, and a desire to steer his
country away from both communist collectivism and capitalist individualism. For more on personalism in
South Vietnam, see Donnell; Miller, Misalliance 43–47; Moyar 35–37; and Catton.
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depending on the uncertainties of the Sino–Soviet split (41–42).51 Rather than monoliths,
Vietnamese nationalisms were porous and agile. One may view the Vietnamese civil war
as a grand and devastating laboratory of governance forms in the nation-state paradigm
after the colonial era; two of these forms quickly became dominant with the fuel of
foreign support, and their articulations of nation-ness coagulated only through direct
competition.52
To capture South Vietnamese nationalism, diasporic literature seems a
counterintuitive subject of study because it exceeds the RVN’s geographical and
historical boundaries (south of the seventeenth parallel 1954–75), but one finds precisely
in this ironic choice a vigorous and complex national consciousness that is beyond the
formation of the state itself. That the rise of the realist novel coincides with the
emergence of the modern nation-state is now common knowledge (B. Anderson 25–26),
but for a state so short-lived under wartime censorship as South Vietnam, fictions of
nationalism were difficult to establish within the country and became virtually impossible
after the state collapsed in 1975. As we have seen at the beginning of this chapter, Vo
Phien sought to correct that problem through his seven-volume, mixed-genre critical
anthology Southern Literature. Yet, a scholar of postwar diasporic literature faces an
impasse in this colossal resource: Vo Phien insists on the exceptionalism of the RVN’s
1954–75 periodization. He explains in the first volume’s foreword: “After 1975, some of
us continued to write abroad, some continued to write quietly in the country, some wrote
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For a quick sketch of how Beijing curried favor with Hanoi during the Sino–Soviet split through a school
program “to instill revolutionary morality and the socialist spirit” in Vietnamese youth, see Dror, “How
China Used Schools.”
52
Hoang has similarly observed: Southern “state-sponsored anticommunism was part of the nation-building
competition between Sai Gon and Ha Noi. Each side claimed the mantle of nationalism and sought to
portray the other side as falsely or illegitimately nationalistic” (57).
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stealthily in prison, and some collaborated with the new regime. This is an absolutely
distinct era, which, with its own complexities, deserves its own study; it cannot be
considered a supplement to the 1954–75 period” (30).53 The critic’s exceptionalist frame
may be debatable, but of particular interest here is the diasporic nationalism that drives
him to complete the arduous task of canonizing South Vietnamese literature. The irony is
clear: the canon of RVN literature does not derive from the extant nation-state as is the
case for almost every other country; it results instead from a diasporic look back to an incountry past radically broken from the exilic present. To put it simply, by embarking on
his project, Vo Phien already makes a compelling case for why diasporic literary
enterprises are important to understanding South Vietnamese nationalism.
Diasporic South Vietnamese literature rejects any assumption of a unilateral,
outward movement of ideas from Vietnam to the overseas community; instead, it follows
a distinct lineage and provides a discursive space that moves simultaneously back to the
homeland and out into the larger world.54 In a study that takes up this issue of nationalism
in South Vietnamese and diasporic literature, Nguyen-Vo Thu-Huong declares that South
Vietnam was “a nation experiencing the loss of the promise of collective sovereignty, and
thus the loss of the life force itself” (“History Interrupted” 10)—the same viewpoint that
traditionalist historians proffer. While Nguyen-Vo acknowledges the “historical
interruption” of April 30, 1975, she nonetheless insists that there is a thematic
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“Sau 1975, trong chúng ta có kẻ tiếp tục viết ở hải ngoại, có kẻ tiếp tục viết âm thầm trong nước, có
người lén lút viết trong tù; ngoài ra lại cũng có một số cộng tác với chế độ mới. Đây là một thời kỳ văn học
khác hẳn, với tất cả sự phức tạp của nó, xứng đáng một công trình nghiên cứu riêng; nó không thể coi là
một phần ‘phụ’ vào thời kỳ 1954-75.”
54
According to Jana Evans Braziel and Anita Mannur, one big contribution of diaspora theory is that it
offers “ways out of the trappings of this hierarchical construct of nation and diaspora,” which would cast
diasporic subjects as “imitations of real citizens in the home state” (8). In this sense, they conclude,
“diaspora forces us to rethink the rubrics of nation and nationalism, while refiguring the relations of
citizens and nation-states” (7).
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continuation in South Vietnamese and diasporic works “in that they make possible
subject positions in a necessarily spectral nation” (“History Interrupted” 7), with
“spectral” indexing the state’s lack of “organic” authenticity (“History Interrupted” 4–5).
Nguyen-Vo in effect rebuts Vo Phien’s insistence on the absolute break between the
literature of the state and that of its postwar diaspora. Both critics, however, fold together
chronology and geography by assuming that the diaspora only began after the war.
To nuance further this loss-leaning mode of analysis, the analysis below looks
closely at two prime examples of diasporic South Vietnamese fiction, both novel
sequences, each with its own literary nationalism. These novel sequences deal directly
with the political strife of the RVN and its post-state affect.55 The first is the untranslated
trilogy by French Vietnamese novelist Ly Thu Ho: Bereft Springtime (Printemps
inachevé, 1962), At the Crossroads (Au milieu du carrefour, 1969), and The Illusion of
Peace (Le Mirage de la paix, 1986).56 The second series is two paired texts by
Vietnamese American author Lan Cao: Monkey Bridge (1997) and The Lotus and the
Storm (2014). Despite the authors’ different novelistic aesthetics and linguistic audiences,
their texts match well together in a critical frame as they represent and interpret the strife
of the RVN with its noble mission and all its irredeemable faults. Strung on a
chronological timeline, the five novels, whose publication dates range over fifty years
from the early 1960s to the early 2010s, cover the story of the southern state from its
prehistory in the 1940s to its contemporary diaspora. Each author employs the sequence
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Their explicit engagements with matters of the nation-state also set them apart from other diasporic
Vietnamese works in English and French, which for the most part depict the difficulty of the refugees’
flight, pain of losing their homeland, and the complexity of starting new lives on foreign lands.
56
All translations from Ly’s novels, including their titles, are mine. For convenience, I use the translated
titles in the rest of the chapter.
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structure for her novels not only to show her characters’ and their country’s development
through the decades but also to rework preceding ideas as history unfolds. Occupying that
uncertain terrain called diaspora, these texts are national narratives outside the nation,
nestled in the literary worlds of France and the U.S. at the risk of misapprehension and
perpetual marginalization. Each author deploys particular novelistic conventions to
present her own take on diasporic Southern nationalism. Ly writes in the traditional
realist mode, which gives a wide-angle view of difficult social problems to be dissected
and resolved, satisfactorily or not, through characters’ personal development and
relationships to one another. Narrative resolutions then carry the potentiality of peace in
Ly’s writerly conscience, and her three novels are successive attempts to promote a
Southern nationalism with a pacifist intent. On the other hand, Cao’s novels, with their
stories of post–1975 refugee resettlement in the U.S., rest uncomfortably within the
tradition of American immigrant narratives. Subverting the immigrant’s narrative
convention through a gothic lens, Cao portrays immigrants who, racked with the trauma
of war loss, either cannot be saved by the American Dream or refuse it altogether.
Instead, they continue to murmur the story of South Vietnam to their young, sowing the
narrative seeds that grow into tenacious vines binding the next generation in the U.S. to
the fallen nation overseas.
PACIFIST NATIONALISM AND ITS MILITANT SHADOW IN LY THU HO’S TRILOGY
Ly’s biography remains obscure. She settled in France in 1956, the same year the
last of the French began their final departure from Vietnam. She passed away in 1988.
While in Vietnam, she lived through the transition from colonialism to independence and
witnessed the establishment of the First Republic. According to one account, she was the
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only Vietnamese woman of her generation to write and publish francophone novels in
Paris from the 1960s through the 1980s (N. Nguyen, “A Classical Heroine” 456). The
covers on her books inform the reader that she was from a middle-class family in rural
South Vietnam. She most likely received a formal education in the French colonial
system and became fluent in French well before moving to Paris. There is no known
evidence of Ly’s connection to the Southern political elite. Her novels, mostly out of
print today, have received little critical attention.57 Ly never made a case for her own
novels, but their prefaces written by Vietnamese academics in France hint at the books’
significance. One scholar prefaces Ly’s second novel At the Crossroads by claiming that
the reader is about to see a position “at once anti-American and anti-communist” (une
position tantôt antiaméricaine et tantôt anticommuniste) in a narrative voice that is
“perfectly neutral, above the chaotic melee of demagogical ideologies currently tearing
apart this gentle country”58 (7–8). He adds, “Her novel is the image of the wounded
southern Vietnam through the lens of an intellectual who is neutral and free from any
blind and sectarian submission, and she is even freer to express her opinion, honest and
courageous, on this useless war; that’s how she helps to bring it to an end” (8).59 This
defense of Ly’s neutralism is suspect, but one should not underestimate the diasporic
freedom with which Ly can present her pacifism and at times even sympathy for the
communists. Another academic sets the tone for The Illusion of Peace by calling the
communist takeover “the implacable seizure by a foreign ideology ill-fitting to [the
57

A new edition of Bereft Springtime appeared in 2012.
“parfaitement neutre, au-dessus de la mêlée confuse des idéologies plus ou moins démagogiques qui
déchirent actuellement ce pays soumis”
59
“Son roman est l’image même de ce Viêt-Nam méridional meurtri, vu à travers l’optique d’une
intellectuelle non engagée et libérée de toute obédience aveugle et sectaire, et qui n’en est que plus libre
pour exprimer son opinion, honnête et courageuse sur cette guerre inutile, et sur la voie à prendre pour y
mettre fin.”
58
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Vietnamese people’s] aspiration”60 and condemning the reunification in 1975 as “merely
territorially imposed […] not as a result of the union of hearts” (5).61 These endorsements
featured in Ly’s books announce her desire to understand both sides of the war and her
defense of the South nonetheless.62
In Ly’s three novels, the communists play complex and shifting roles. They
receive blame for committing unrestrained violence during the French war but then serve
as tutors of nationalism to a dejected anticommunist subject. They appear as the fearsome
enemy to Southerners yet turn out to be preferable to haughty Americans infringing on
the Southerners’ self-determination. Importantly, the successful communists allow the
novels to reflect critically on the RVN’s inherent weaknesses and to proffer a South-led
pacifist nationalism. The stakes for South Vietnam also vary through the trilogy: during
its existence, Ly maintains that the southern state safeguards the political freedom of
those who wish not to live under communism; as the fort crumbles in 1975, however, the
South takes on urgency as the symbol for historical dignity and narrative justice for its
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“la mainmise implacable d’une idéologie étrangère non conforme [aux] aspirations [des Vietnamiens]”
“ne s’est imposée en définitive que territorialement, par l’annexation pure et simple du Sud Viet-Nam,
mais ne s’est pas traduite par l’union des cœurs”
62
In their most immediate context, Ly’s books intervened in the influential post–1945 narrative promoted
by the French Communist Party, i.e. the communists in Vietnam held the sole legitimacy as the anticolonial
and anti-imperialist representatives of the people (M. Edwards 55). This French postcolonial antiwar
perspective is exemplary in Far from Vietnam (Loin du Vietnam), a 1967 collaborative antiwar
documentary by some of France’s foremost image-makers at the time: Jean-Luc Godard, Alain Resnais,
Claude Lelouch, Chris Marker, William Klein, and the Dutch filmmaker Joris Ivens. Comprised of
disparate episodes each done by a different filmmaker in his own style, the film is an antiwar visual effort
showing the courage and ingenuity of the North Vietnamese facing the behemoth U.S. war machine.
Consistent throughout the film is the French anti-American sentiment that stokes the fire of sympathy
between the French activists and the Vietcong. A striking episode, for example, is “Victor Charlie”
featuring Michèle Ray, a photojournalist who lived with the Vietcong for three weeks. In a scene in which
some men are arrested for being Vietcong suspects, Ray says in voice-over: “Viet Cong, or just suspects?
They look at me, examine me. I’d like to wink at them. Tell them that if I were Vietnamese, I would fight
with them. It would be impossible to believe in [Nguyen Cao] Ky’s government and its puppets.” Ray as a
French woman here explicitly pledges her allegiance to the National Liberation Front against the Southern
regime, several years before Jane Fonda’s notorious spectacle.
61
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defenders. In Ly’s last work, South Vietnam also rises from the ashes of a crushed
country to lodge in a new national subject’s private memory against Northern victory.
Ly begins her literary intervention with the Achilles’ heel in RVN history: the
state’s lack of narrative ownership over the Viet Minh’s decisive victory over the French.
Making way for a Southern alternative for peace over war, Ly sullies the DRV’s august
claim of sovereignty based on the Viet Minh’s glory. Published in 1962 during the First
Republic, Bereft Springtime trains its gaze on the years of the decolonization war from
the mid-1940s to the mid-1950s. As opposed to the jubilee of France’s defeat seen in the
dominant narrative, Ly’s story receives this moment with dread and despair. At the center
of this narrative set in southern Vietnam is the romance between two young lovers: the
protagonist Tran and her lover Châu. As anticolonial fervor sweeps the country, Châu
joins the Vanguard Youth Corps (Jeunesse d’avant-garde, Thanh nien Tien phong), a
non-communist nationalist force active in Cochinchina, the southern French protectorate
in Vietnam (103).63 The southern Vanguard Youth fight side-by-side with the northern
Viet Minh against the French for months before they join together for the August
Revolution of 1945. Through Châu’s experience in the revolution, Ly reveals the rift
between the two anti-colonial groups. Châu disapproves of the Viet Minh’s anarchic
violence, as he tells his lover:
I find it regrettable that we have been duped like children, that we have lost our
sangfroid, and that this revolutionary will end in bloody battles. I wonder what
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In Duong Van Mai Elliott’s description, “The Vanguard Youth Corps, as its name implies, went where
others would be afraid to tread. It got involved in projects fit for prison work gangs. The government used
it to rebuild roads and bridges and to clear new land for cultivation—priorities for a country recovering
from the devastation of war. In a system that glorified manual labor, membership in the corps was like a
badge of honor. The graduates inspired trust—after all, they had proven their mettle and dedication in
incredible hardships” (417).
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our purpose is when we murder the French, most of whom are innocent,
especially the priests. We are only playing the game of the imperialists who use
these incidents to show the world our people’s immaturity and pressure the
French government to delay granting us independence. By shedding blood, we are
creating a deep rift between the French and Vietnamese, and we have no more
hope for a peaceful solution to this question. (105)64
In this passage, Ly pitches one anti-colonial group against another. As a Vanguard Youth,
Châu distinguishes himself from the Viet Minh with a desire to prove his people’s
restraint and maturity for self-government. Châu rejects the fatal split between colonizer
and colonized and argues for lenience toward French civilians in Indochina. This is the
earliest instance of pacifist nationalism in Ly’s fiction. As Châu aims for an ideal balance
between anti-colonial sentiment and non-violent transition of governance, he delivers a
nationalist, anti-colonial critique of the Viet Minh. By foregrounding a southern anticolonialist’s denunciation of the dominant revolutionary group, Ly ruptures the statesanctioned equivalence between the Communist-leaning group and Vietnamese
patriotism, thereby opening a path for the South to claim Vietnamese birthright.65 By
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“Je trouve qu’il est regrettable que nous nous soyons laissés berner comme des enfants, que nous ayons
perdu notre sang-froid, et que ce défilé se soit terminé par des bagarres sanglantes. Je me demande à quoi
peut servir le meurtre de quelques Français, des innocents pour la plupart, et surtout celui du prêtre de la
mission. Nous faisons ainsi le jeu des impérialistes qui profitent de tous ces incidents pour démontrer aux
yeux des observateurs étrangers le manque de maturité de notre peuple et pousser le Gouvernement français
à retarder l’octroi de notre indépendance. En faisant couler le sang, nous créons un fossé profond entre
Français et Vietnamiens et il ne nous restera plus d’espoir pour régler cette question par des moyens
pacifiques.”
65
It is probably not a coincidence that Ly named her first novel after another work by Vietnamese
modernist writer Khai Hung, whose own Bereft Springtime (Nua chung xuan) was published in 1934. Khai
Hung joined the non-communist Vietnamese Nationalist Party (Viet Nam Quoc Dan Dang) and was
reportedly executed by the Viet Minh in 1947 (Vu Nguyen, “Khai Hung Tran Khanh Giu”).
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presenting a peace-loving southern patriot facing unruly Viet Minh, Ly also rejects the
view that noncommunist Southerners stand against the Vietnamese people’s best interest.
The pacifist nationalism in Ly’s fiction navigates between its opposition to
communism and American control, which stand as the young state’s Scylla and
Charybdis. Responding to the ominous situation in 1960s South Vietnam, Ly’s second
novel reflects deeply on the perceived lack of Southern zeal and hints at a scandalous
willingness to open hearts and minds to Viet Cong nationalism as a way to critique U.S.
dominance in the country. At the Crossroads was published in 1969 in the wake of South
Vietnam’s downward spiral of military rule, which lasted from 1963 after Diem’s
assassination to the start of Nguyen Van Thieu’s presidency in 1967.66 The story starts in
1965 and revolves around the romantic courtship between Lang and Vân. Witnessing the
South’s decline in despair, Vân decides that he will join the National Liberation Front
(NLF), aka the Viet Cong, to study the anti-government movement. Lang responds in
shock, “How could you think of something like this, associating yourself with men who
have killed your brothers and one of mine?” (38). Anticipating Lang’s accusation, Vân
tries to placate her by offering his guiding questions:
Having contributed as much as the Vietminh to the struggle for independence,
why wouldn’t we nationalists have the right, like our brothers in the North, to our
own ideology, our conceptions of family and society, our ideas of human rights,
our regime of liberty and social justice? […] Why wouldn’t we have the same
courage and faith to defend ourselves against the revolutionaries who want to
steal and monopolize the fruit of a shared victory? […] Would we have to
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For details on this period of the RVN, see Lam.
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continue this game indefinitely and only take on a passive role in this war like
mercenaries paid by foreigners? (42–43)67
Driven by an anxiety over the incompetence that grips the Southern army, Vân’s
“research journey” (voyage d’études) (40) seeks lessons on nationalism from the Viet
Cong—the only southerners fighting for reunification by collaborating with the North. As
Vân explicitly states, his dangerous turn to the domestic enemy hinges on a deep
skepticism of the American foreigners, who, he believes, have reduced the South to a
mercenary state. Vân’s conditional preference for the Viet Cong over the Americans
loudly condemns foreign encroachment, and here he walks a tightrope between betraying
the RVN and losing his life as an infiltrator in the enemy camp—a position that only a
diasporic text can articulate given the political strictures in-country.
The lessons of nationalism Lang and Vân learn in a desperate time reveal a
dilemma inherent in the Republic’s apostasy in doctrinal matters: unlike the DRV, which
marched in lockstep with global Marxist revolutions, Southern ideological openness
ironically threatened to bring about the cacophonous state’s downfall. As revealed in
Lang and Vân’s exchange, Lang appears as the hardline anti-communist who toes the line
of enmity, compared to her intellectually adventurous lover. “In Lang’s heart,” the
narrator tells us, “Vân’s absence hurt her less than the reasons for his departure. She
concluded that his love for her was not as big or strong enough, as she had believed, to
stop his impetuous desire to join the enemy’s camp. Jealous of his ideas and rather petty67

“Pourquoi nous autres nationalistes qui avons contribué autant qu’eux à la lutte pour l’indépendance
n’aurions-nous pas le droit d’avoir, vis-à-vis de nos frères du Nord, notre idéologie à nous, nos conceptions
de la famille et de la société, nos pensées d’hommes libres, notre régime de liberté et de justice sociale. […]
Pourquoi n’aurions-nous pas le même courage et la même foi pour nous défendre contre des
révolutionnaires qui veulent subtiliser et accaparer les fruits d’une victoire commune. […] devrions-nous
continuer ce jeu indéfiniment et ne jouer dans cette guerre qu’un rôle passif comme des mercenaires à la
solde de l’étranger?”
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minded, she wished fervently that Vân would fail in his effort and that he would come
back to her disappointed and forever get over his wrong idealism” (55).68 Lang sees
Vân’s research project as a betrayal, and she perceives the Viet Cong as a romantic rival,
tracing the taboo that Ly’s realist romance refuses to cross to bridge a political division.
Lang then embarks on her own course of learning by reading historical documents,
studying Marxist political analysis, and listening to communist propaganda on the radio
(56), all to prove Vân wrong and to realign his commitment. Despite their different
methods, it is Lang the hardliner who finally presents the valuable lessons that they both
agree on:
Wanting to create a climate of security in the cities and to shield the population
from worries and panic, wanting to prove the omnipotence of the army and the
government’s competence, it is by counting too much on its allies’ military and
economic aid that the Southern government deprived this war of its popular
character and made it out to be a simple conflict of men in power and their
mercenary army. The struggle doesn’t seem to concern city dwellers who seem
completely indifferent. The military men, specifically the Americans, do their
duty by taking risks and fighting valiantly, but they can go back to their country,
unlike South Vietnamese who would not be able to escape the defeat both in their
country and in their character and who would bear all the consequences. And
meanwhile, everything went on as if this war weren’t a struggle for the survival
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“Au fond d’elle-même, l’absence de Vân la faisait moins souffrir que les raisons qui avaient motivé son
départ. Elle en déduisit que son amour pour elle n’était pas aussi grand et aussi fort qu’elle le croyait pour
lui permettre de résister à cet impétueux désir de se rendre dans le camp adverse. Jalouse de ses idées et par
mesquinerie féminine, elle souhaitait de tout son cœur que Vân échoue dans son entreprise et qu’il lui
revienne déçu et guéri à jamais de son idéalisme erroné.”
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and liberty of a Southern people who didn’t want to live and die under the
hammer and sickle. (90–91)69
Lang’s first sentence in this passage contains a juxtaposition of three gerunds (gérontifs)
before the main clause. The first two starting with “wanting to” point to the goals that any
state is supposed to deliver: national security and governmental efficiency. Yet, the term
“it is” detaches these worthy tasks from what actually transpires in the third gerund:
relying too much on the allies’ aid. Hence South Vietnam’s lack of self-sufficiency,
against what it wants to accomplish, has shrouded its agenda in suspicion. As a result, the
government has deprived its citizens of a sense of self-ownership. Rather than
constituting the active force that sustains the state, the people have turned into irrelevant,
powerless objects to be protected. More pointedly, the negative conditional clause (“as if
this war weren’t a struggle for the survival and liberty of a Southern people”), though
implying the contrary, casts doubt on what should be in the affirmative: Lang does not
say that the war is supposed to be a struggle for the survival and liberty of people who
have something better to offer than communism. Lang’s reluctance to name this
something perhaps stems from its intractably negative content: it is all that is not the
hammer and sickle. For the South’s political essence, Lang leaves a blank for the reader
to fill in: it can be variously a free market, an open society, or anything that the
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“En voulant créer un climat de sécurité dans les villes et préserver la population des inquiétudes et de
l’affolement, en voulant prouver la toute-puissance des forces armées et la compétence du gouvernement,
c’est en comptant trop sur l’aide militaire et économique des alliés que le gouvernement du Sud a vidé cette
guerre de son caractère populaire pour en faire un simple conflit des hommes au pouvoir et de leur armée à
la solde d’une puissance étrangère. La lutte semble ne pas concerner pratiquement la population des villes
qui paraît s’en désintéresser complètement. Mes militaires, surtout américains, font leur devoir en prenant
les risques et en se battant vaillamment; mais ils peuvent rentrer chez eux à la différence des SudVietnamiens qui ne pourraient échapper à la défaite aussi bien dans leur pays que dans leur personnalité et
qui en supporteraient toutes les conséquences. Et cependant tout se passait comme si cette guerre n’était pas
une lutte pour la survie et la liberté de tout un peuple du Sud qui ne veut pas vivre et mourir sous le signe
du marteau et de la faucille.”
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communists do not offer. The oppositional prefix in “anti-communism” is not enough to
carry this state, and all the nice things offered by the U.S. cannot outweigh a singleminded popular front. The South’s lack of a doctrinal bedrock—the lack that would be
considered the sine qua non of a healthy, heterodox democracy in peacetime—rings the
Republic’s death knell in wartime. Lang’s grim assessment plunges deeper than a quibble
about unsound policy: the fate of this state will be a final statement about its people’s
character. Ironically, Vân and Lang’s passion for Southern nationality is precisely what
drives them to such a pessimistic diagnosis.
Ending with the metaphor of a national family, At the Crossroads’ resolution
tenders a plea for peace across Vietnam based on a common patriotism beyond politics;
yet, it also implies that the Southern state would take the lead in the effort. In the midst of
a battleground that leaves a Viet Cong dead, leaving his young daughter to Vân’s care,
Van shares his sage advice as the seasoned student of nationalism. “At this tragic
crossroads,” Vân says,
Only patriotism will guide the steps of each Vietnamese on the road where the
supreme interests of his country lie. The sacred duty for us all is to restate the
urgency of the negotiations for a ceasefire to the leaders of different parties
responsible for the war—a ceasefire that will allow Vietnamese to explain and
reconcile among themselves, that will open the door to a just and honorable peace
for everyone. (208)70
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“Au milieu de ce carrefour tragique, seul le patriotisme guidera les pas de chaque Vietnamien vers la
voie où résident les intérêts suprêmes de son pays. Le devoir sacré pour nous tous est donc de réclamer
d’urgence des négociations pour un cessez-le-feu aux dirigeants des différents partis responsables de cette
guerre, un cessez-le-feu qui permettra entre Vietnamiens de s’expliquer, de se réconcilier, qui ouvrira la
porte à une paix juste et honorable pour tous les partis en cause.”
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Rather than defending military escalation, Vân advocates a kind of patriotism capable of
bringing all Vietnamese back to their shared nationality and healing the political divide.
Only this internal unity without foreign influence can bring the postcolonial country to a
satisfactory peace.71 At the Crossroads imprints this vision in the book’s final image: “In
the morning silence, the day awakens with its first golden gleams. On the empty path,
three silhouettes, one of which belongs to a child, help one another move forward on the
big road. […] In their eyes burn an intense hope, hope for a near future where this horrid
picture of war will be but a bad memory” (208–09).72 Ly charges this alternative family
with the country’s poetic solution: Lang and Vân adopt the Viet Cong’s child, crossing
the line of enmity to form a new, cohesive unit. This non-biological kinship structure
seals the rupture in Bereft Springtime and sews the imaginary cut at the seventeenth
parallel. This is not an equal peace, however. The new family formed in the novel can
only emerge after the child’s Viet Cong father dies, and the non-communist couple will
head the household. There is no place for the communists here, and one should note that
only the desperate ask for peace in this situation. The charming idea of nation-wide peace
in fact hides a South Vietnamese nationalist effort to give the struggling state at least
some moral leverage.
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This point of view gained currency in the RVN in the late 1960s and early 1970s among South
Vietnamese peace activists frowned upon by militant anti-communists. The Catholic academic Ly Chanh
Trung, for example, wrote an unpublished tract on the peace solution entitled The Basis for National
Reconciliation in Vietnam in January 1975 in light of Nixon’s Vietnamization policy. French Vietnamese
scholar Tran Thi Lien, who keeps a copy of this rare document, summarizes its main point: “In [Ly Chanh
Trung’s] view, despite military withdrawal, the United States was pursuing the same war policy. The only
solution was for the United States to withdraw from Vietnamese affairs and let the Vietnamese be the
actors of reconciliation, via the constitution of a representative South Vietnamese government. Confronting
the American policy of ‘Vietnamization of war,’ he proposed to ‘Vietnamize peace’” (“The Challenge”
463). See also Nguyen-Marshall, “South Vietnam Had an Antiwar Movement, Too.”
72
“Dans le silence matinal le jour naissait avec ses premières lueurs dorées. Sur le sentier désert, trois
silhouettes dont l’une portait un enfant, s’entraidant pour se déplacer, s’avançaient vers la grande route.
[…] Dans leurs yeux brillait un intense espoir, l’espoir d’un lendemain tout proche où cette terrible image
de guerre ne leur serait plus qu’un mauvais souvenir.”
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The loss of the RVN in 1975 prompts a fundamental revision in Ly’s decadeslong literary project, and her work shifts from wartime didacticism to postwar
resignation. Published more than a decade after the war ended, The Illusion of Peace
meditates on the rationale for and aftermath of the 1973 Paris Peace Accords—the result
of Nixon’s Vietnamization policy that withdrew U.S. troops and left the two Vietnams to
resolve their own conflict. Featuring members of the Southern army as its primary
characters, Ly’s last novel takes a militant turn away from the civilian perspectives in
Bereft Springtime and At the Crossroads. Sensing that her pacifist proposal at the end of
At the Crossroads simply does not work—did Nixon’s policy not grant that peace wish
only to hurry South Vietnam’s collapse?—Ly takes advantage of the novels’ sequential
structure and summons Vân from the second novel to the third to reassess the prospect of
domestic peace. This time, Vân has to change his tune in pointed contrast to what we
heard him say in the previously cited paragraph:
We discuss Vietnamization and accept its principles. But we cannot stop looking
at the U.S. Each time Nixon or Kissinger make a statement supporting the Saigon
regime, our compatriots see America’s determination not to let go of the South.
[…] But as soon as the American president mentions military cutbacks, rich
people and our military and civilian leaders hasten their wives and children to flee
abroad, taking with them the country’s important capital accumulated from U.S.
aid. (104)73
73

“Nous parlons de vietnamisation, nous l’admettons dans ses principes, mais nous ne cessons de tourner
notre regard vers l’Amérique. Chaque fois que Nixon ou Kissinger font une déclaration favorable pour
soutenir le régime de Saigon, nos compatriotes y voient un geste de détermination du gouvernement
américain de ne pas lâcher le Sud. […] Et dès que le président des Etats-Unis parle de restreindre l’aide
militaire, d’importants capitaux vietnamiens amassés grâce à l’aide américaine, s’empressent d’émigrer
vers l’étranger, accompagnés dans cette fuite par les femmes et les enfants de riches et des personnalités
militaires et civiles.”
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Intoxicated by American dollars, the South Vietnamese elite’s hearts and minds are not in
their own country, and the ideal patriotism that Vân previously preaches has no chance to
materialize. Vân’s reappearance and negative reevaluation spell out the limit of Ly’s
diasporic literary nationalism. While she could take creative license to revise Viet Minh
history in the first novel and craft a pacifist vision to support an existing Southern state in
the second, the fall of Saigon in 1975 demanded that Ly rethink her more hopeful
national sentiments. More than ever, Ly’s last work holds a clear mirror to the failed
state, and The Illusion of Peace presents portrait after portrait of decrepit, anguished, and
perverse lives: army deserters, greedy elite, black market rogues, prostitutes, and
shantytown dwellers here daub the third book in sordid colors unseen in the first two.
To set her nationalist literature’s new goal when RVN state-formation ceases to be
a viable objective, Ly launches the next campaign: the literary preservation of the South
and its legacy. The RVN’s material existence depends on the U.S., and, as Vân points
out, Southern patriotism may be more fiction than fact. But South Vietnam stands to lose
something even more valuable than the state itself: its historical dignity and narrative
agency. To deliver this ultimate message, Ly reintroduces the Vanguard Youth soldier
Châu from the first novel Bereft Springtime and brings the trilogy to a full circle. Châu
comes back in Illusion as an NLF sympathizer—his former lover Lang’s biggest fear has
come true after all. For a final clash between a defender of communism and a
spokesperson for the RVN, Ly stages a dialogue between Châu and Illusion’s protagonist
Huu-Lôc, an intensely patriotic Southern army commander. Regarding the impending end
of the war, Châu says, “The departure of American troops and Nixon’s forced surrender
of responsibility only precipitate this revolutionary war’s final act. This war’s just cause
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strengthens its soldiers better than any weapons” (268).74 Huu-Lôc interrupts Châu: “The
good, just cause is always the one that triumphs. Victors become masters, losers traitors.
And what about us? What do you make of our cause, our survival on this Southern land?
We’re only defending our rights to be free in our country, to live without constraint of
any kind” (268–69).75 This dialogue in Ly’s third novel also marks her attempt at revising
her first: it is hard to miss how closely Huu-Lôc’s questions resemble Châu’s quoted
earlier. These same questions—posed more than two decades apart—reveal the
persistence of the crisis in South Vietnamese self-justification. And yet, this repetition
carries a crucial difference. Victory here means more than retaining a state; it also earns
the dignity to proclaim justice, to be judged favorably by posterity. At stake is not only
freedom in the political sense but also the ownership of one’s own national narrative, a
patrimony. A decade after the war, Ly renders the fiery conflict into a competition of
legacies, announcing anew how the war of words would continue to be fought overseas.
Ly’s usual narrative resolution through courtship and marriage breaks down in
Illusion, but in its place, Ly foregrounds the grieving widow as a new literary figure of
postwar Southern nationalism. Illusion’s protagonist Huu-Lôc dies one week before
Saigon falls (291), but unlike most tragedies, the hero’s death does not end the book. His
wife Thu-Thuy sustains the narrative through a series of gravesite laments, which make
up most of the book’s last chapter. Thu-Thuy tasks herself with narrating the events of
the first year under Hanoi’s rule to her dead husband every time she visits his unmarked
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“Le rapatriement des G.I.’s, la démission forcée du président Nixon ne font que précipiter l’acte final de
cette guerre révolutionnaire dont la juste cause arme mieux les bras des combattants que les fusils.”
75
“La bonne, la juste cause est toujours une cause qui triomphe. Vainqueurs, on est maîtres, vaincus on est
des traîtres. Et nous, que faites-vous de notre cause, celle de notre survie sur cette terre du Sud ? Nous ne
faisons que défendre nos droits de rester libres dans notre pays, d’y vivre sans contrainte d’aucune sorte.”
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burial site. Reading her words, the reader assumes the position of the buried and is thus
interpellated by the novel as the fallen South Vietnamese subject. We witness a
declension in narrative resolutions from At the Crossroads to Illusion: from a dawning
national family to a widow sobbing at her husband’s burial mound. Embedding the
history of reunified Vietnam in a widow’s lament, Ly challenges the DRV’s celebratory
mood in her eulogy for a fallen ARVN hero: “Oh, my darling, don’t think that I reproach
you when I mention your courage, which in the end took you away from your children
and me. Although we all loved you very much, this love was eclipsed by our love for the
country” (295).76 Huu-Lôc’s death is a national one, Thu-Thuy makes clear, and she is
mourning two times over. Her obituary for the fallen man is thus an act of nation-building
from the ruins, to echo Judith Butler (34). Postwar Vietnam’s “illusion of peace,” as the
novel’s title suggests, is fully exposed here with tales of suffering, such as rape threats
from Communist cadres and the disappearance of family and friends, who are imprisoned
and sent to reeducation camps. These occurrences lead Thu-Thuy to fret: “Aren’t we of
the same race, molded by the same earth that makes up Vietnam? I don’t understand it. I
have promised never to reveal to my sons that their father was felled on this Southern
land by the bullets of his compatriots born by their mother of the North” (303).77
Unmistakable in Thu-Thuy’s thoughts on race and soil is her critique of the DRV’s antipatriotism. By treating Southerners with violence and hate, the North has forsaken their
common heritage. Thu-Thuy sees in this malevolence a national shame that she cannot
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“Oh ! mon chéri, ne crois pas que je te fais des reproches en rappelant ton courage qui nous a laissés
seuls au monde, tes fils et moi-même. Bien sûr que tu nous aimais bien, moi et tes enfants, mais cet amour
était éclipsé par celui du pays.”
77
“Ne sommes-nous pas de la même race, pétris de la même terre qui constitue le Viet-Nam ? Je ne le
comprends pas, moi qui me suis promise de ne jamais révéler à mes fils que leur père est tombé sur cette
terre du Sud sous les balles des compatriotes de leur mère venant du Nord.”
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bring herself to divulge to her children. She continues meditating on the kind of national
education she wants for their sons:
If by chance they later learn the truth, I will explain to them that it’s all because of
war. Just like love, war knows no borders. With this promise, I want my children
to know intimately that Northern mountains and Southern rivers belong to only
one Vietnam, their one nation. I will tell them that neither the vast oceans nor the
deep forests can contain the fire of hate and violence that has devoured the world.
Only man will succeed in extinguishing that fire with forgiveness and kindness.
(303)78
Thu-Thuy’s righteous belief in one people under one nation serves as the basis for her
self-claimed status as the holder of the true narrative of Vietnamese heritage. The
Southern widow’s private nationalist lesson to her sons runs counter to the Northern
regime’s narrative of victory over the Southern lackeys. By taking the higher moral
ground of preaching forgiveness and kindness, Thu-Thuy wrests the story of reunification
from Hanoi. In effect, Thu-Thuy preempts her late husband’s fear of the South’s loss of
narrative agency by refusing to let the North claim the just cause. As demonstrated in
Vân’s plea for peace in At the Crossroads, Thu-Thuy in Illusion refuses to concede to
Northern communism, reducing the ideological conflict into ahistorical “war.” Placing
the reader in the position of the immobile dead next to the pining widow, the novel also
keeps the state’s version of the war away from the reader’s ear.

78

“Si par hasard, plus tard, ils apprennent la vérité, je leur expliquerai que c’est à cause de la guerre, que la
guerre ne connaît pas de frontières, comme l’amour. Par cette promesse je désire que mes enfants prennent
conscience que les montagnes du Nord et les fleuves du Sud n’appartiennent qu’à un seul Viet-Nam, leur
unique patrie. Je leur démontrerai que ni les vastes océans, ni les profondes forêts ne peuvent contenir le
feu de la haine, de la violence qui dévore le monde et que seul l’homme, par le pardon et la bonté, réussira
à l’éteindre.”
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Ly lived through three momentous transitions of Vietnam in the twentieth
century: the end of colonialism, the creation of two postcolonial states, and the end of the
Southern state. Her three-part literary work is among the clearest examples of diasporic
South Vietnamese nationalism, which has been either rejected or sidelined in studies of
Vietnam and the Vietnam War. Ly’s diasporic national thinking changes its affect and
strategy with the war’s progress and shows how, contrary to many historians’ insistence,
Southern nationalism not only exists but also exceeds the state’s geographical and
temporal boundaries. In her vision and revision of pacifist national sentiments, Ly never
gives up on the Southern cause, and this peace-seeking proves righteous especially when
it tries to make up for the doctrinal lack in the South confronting Northern communism.
THWARTED ASSIMILATION AND REVISIONIST INTEGRITY IN LAN CAO’S FICTION NOVELS
Lan Cao was born in 1961 into an upper middle-class family in South Vietnam.
She is the daughter of Cao Van Vien, who in the Second Republic became the chief
military advisor to President Nguyen Van Thieu and Chairman of the RVN Joint General
Staff (Friedman 174). A few days before Saigon fell to Communist rule, the young Cao
resettled in Falls Church, Virginia with assistance from an American family friend
(Friedman 188–89). She subsequently earned her bachelor’s degree in political science at
Mount Holyoke College and a law degree at Yale. Currently Cao is a professor of
international economic law at Chapman University in Orange, California, neighboring
Little Saigon. Both of her novels—Monkey Bridge (1997) and The Lotus and the Storm
(2014)—were written and published decades after South Vietnam had collapsed.
Therefore, unlike Ly Thu Ho’s first two books, Cao’s novels do not contribute to RVN
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nation-building as the state unravels; instead, they seek to revise Americans’
understanding of the war and of a former ally much maligned after 1975.
Subject to the generic expectations for immigrant literature, the subtle literary
nationalism in Cao’s novels has been left out of critics’ purviews. For example, Michiko
Kakutani at the New York Times neglects Monkey Bridge’s South Vietnamese
particularities when she considers Monkey Bridge “a story about immigrants grappling
with the mind-boggling possibilities and confusions of American life, reinventing
themselves as they go along” (“‘Monkey Bridge’”). The Lotus and the Storm resists this
one-dimensional reading by retelling the war through the perspective of Mai’s father
Minh, a former member of the Southern military elite. Not merely about an immigrant’s
family drama, according to a reviewer, Lotus poses “numerous questions about American
policy during the pivotal time of crisis and suffering” (Crystal, “The Lotus and the
Storm”). Still, South Vietnamese political nuances receive no attention in this take on
Cao’s second novel. Both hermeneutics—the immigrant narrative and that of U.S.
policy—mark a U.S.-centrism that tends to limit how Vietnamese American literature
(and Asian American literature more broadly) is read. More recently, Josephine Park
examines how Monkey Bridge and Lotus embed the politically suspect “friendlies”
conceived in the U.S.–RVN alliance; Mai the protagonist in the first novel and her father
Minh in the second “insist upon [their] centrality to the Cold War logic of integration”
(11). This interpretation widens future approaches to Asian American literary inventions
of autonomous subjects in the aftermath of the Cold War.
In what follows, I analyze the ways in which Cao’s novels ruminate on fraught
South Vietnamese national sentiments through spectral motifs burrowed uneasily within
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the immigrant narrative genre. Unlike other immigrant Bildungsromane, these texts
destabilize the centrality of their protagonist Mai by imbuing an RVN legacy in her
tormented parental figures and in her alter ego. While Mai’s mother, a character
traumatized by her refugee passage to the U.S., does not survive in the first novel to
sustain the Southern narrative in the U.S., her utter inassimilability and eventual death
compromise the noble narrative of American rescue of refugees. Continuing this
historical bitterness, the father in the second book levels a pricking critique of U.S.
militarism from the rare viewpoint of a jilted ally. Mai, the model minority who emerges
through both texts, suffer gravely from the incomprehensible affective presence of South
Vietnam. From this protagonist’s unease in the first novel to self-division in the second,
South Vietnam finds ways to crack the refugee’s American peace and demand an afterlife
at all costs.
Cao’s fiction carefully probes the limits of U.S. assimilation by testing the
suitability of its most exemplar genre, the immigrant Bildungsroman, for a diasporic
South Vietnamese story. As the first single-author Vietnamese American novel written in
English, Monkey Bridge carries the heavy narrative burden of introducing its new ethnic
subjects to a public curious about their fitness to become part of the U.S. social fabric.
Unsurprisingly, then, the novel takes the form of a Bildungsroman, which Lisa Lowe
deems “the primary form for narrating the development of the individual from youthful
innocence to civilized maturity, the telos of which is the reconciliation of the individual
with the social order” (98). For the U.S. immigrant Bildungsroman, this reconciliation is
assumed to be the formation of an assimilated U.S. subject (P. Chu 11–12). To wit, Mai
is an adolescent in dire circumstances (South Vietnam in its death throes) assisted by a
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benefactor (Uncle Michael, an American family friend, adopts [258] and takes her to the
U.S. [4]) to earn a proper education (at a U.S. college [61]) and have a better life (as a
future American citizen). More particularly for this new American subject, her ethnic
assimilation also means leaving the war behind and claiming the U.S. as her permanent
home. Thanh, the protagonist’s bedridden and seemingly deranged mother in Monkey
Bridge, carries out the novel’s self-critical Bildungsroman experiment in two versions of
her autobiography. Thanh’s first story takes the form of a letter that she disguises as a
private diary but intentionally leaves out for Mai to read. Her first autobiography mimics
Mai’s American Bildung. As Thanh tells it, she, too, comes from dire circumstances (a
poor peasant family in the Mekong Delta [174]), gets lifted into better prospects (a
wealthy landowner named Uncle Khan adopting her [174]), earns an education (at a
French convent school [175]), and enjoys a better life (by marrying an educated, wealthy
man [178]). Thanh fabricates this miraculous Vietnamese Cinderella tale to remind Mai
that her mother is more similar to her than she believes. This way, Thanh’s first
epistolary attempt bridges two generations by embedding mother and daughter into
narrative arcs that transcend historical and national differences—to achieve, in her words,
“an ethical, spiritual chromosome, an amalgamation of parent and child” (170). In the
process, Thanh’s narrative strategy also bypasses the devastating war, and there is only
one “Vietnam” vis-à-vis the U.S. By burying the Vietnam War, Thanh eases her
daughter’s historical burden in the U.S. Thanh’s first letter attempts to smooth over the
particularities of the war, identify universal elements in the subjects’ lives, and translate
them into the U.S. context. This letter commits to the generic expectations of U.S.
immigrant literature but only to subvert them afterward.
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Thanh’s second letter shatters any literary attempt at coherence and continuity
and emphasizes the impossibility of the Southern national spirit to reside in the
Bildungsroman genre. Thanh’s revised autobiography reveals the sacrifice of truth as the
necessary condition for the first version. Thanh couples this story with a tragic event:
Thanh’s tell-all doubles as her suicide note. Admitting that the story in the first letter is
“the world I wished I could have handed to you as the unhidden truth of a mother’s life,”
Thanh warns that Mai will find in this version “a long history filled with the
disappointments of two full generations before” (227). Thanh confesses that she arrives in
Khan’s household not as an adopted child but as a product of concubinage. Unable to pay
their land rent, Thanh’s peasant father Quan suggests to his wife Tuyet that she seduce
Khan and give him what he desires—a child (234). The scheme works, but Quan is
forever mired in hatred for Khan. The Cinderella tale in Thanh’s first autobiography
morphs into a nightmare of sexual perversion and illegitimate birth. The Vietnamese civil
war seeps into this family drama when Quan, wrecked by an “inexhaustible passion” that
“began to sough through every fevered fiber of his being,” begins imbibing the
“calculating doctrine of class warfare between landlord and peasant” (234). Quan’s
political indoctrination results in his savage murder of Khan, which Thanh cannot
forgive: “If he had been able to do what your grandmother was able to manage, till the
land, follow the particulars demanded by parenthood,” she mulls to her child, “a
different, less ravaged truth could have been produced” (252). Thanh in effect blames
“our family history of sin, revenge, and murder” (252) on her peasant father’s inability to
accept the illegitimacy of his daughter’s birth. If family glosses over national politics in
Thanh’s first letter, both are violently entwined this time. Quan’s class consciousness is
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brewed out of his personal rage, not rational thought: this critique from a landowner’s
daughter signals her disapproval of the communist’s violent excess. For this subtle
Southern critique to emerge in the novel, the Bildungsroman’s neat pattern must be
disrupted.
Southern national attachment in Monkey Bridge generates an anti-American
critique that both refuses U.S. refugee accommodation and registers the former RVN
citizen’s distrust of the betraying ally. Thanh suffers from permanent napalm burns
caused by “a high explosive mix of gasoline and jelly to stick to [her] face and burn
spider holes in [her] skin” (251). Initially explained to Mai as caused by a kitchen fire (3),
Thanh’s napalm burns bring to mind the iconic image of Phan Thi Kim Phuc, commonly
known as the “napalm girl,” in photos shot by Huynh Cong “Nick” Ut in 1972. Kim
Phuc, as seen in Shelley Saywell’s 1977 documentary Kim’s Story: The Road from
Vietnam, publicly staged her forgiveness for John Plummer, who claimed to have
dropped the napalm but who turned out to be a charlatan. On Kim Phuc’s narrative,
Sylvia Chong comments, “the ‘Napalm Girl’ depicts a victim who survives her ordeals
and thus points the way to a narrative of healing that might restore the ethical paralysis
brought on by these earlier events. However, […] healing prematurely and falsely sutures
a historical wound that ought to remain open to the larger implications of our culpability
in the violence of war” (113). Mimi Nguyen has similarly written about Saywell’s film:
“Kim Phúc’s grace is central to this plot: in exchange for her moral power, she must
submit to a teleological movement from a traumatic past to a future of freedom and
progress” (120). If, as these two critics have pointed out, Kim Phuc plays the role of the
Vietnamese victim forgiving U.S. military violence while expressing gratitude for her
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freedom in the U.S., the napalmed refugee in Monkey Bridge offers no such absolution.
“This soil is as poisonous to my soul as the poison that once turned our village into dead
earth,” Thanh writes (253). In contrast to Kim Phuc’s land of freedom and opportunity,
the U.S. to Thanh is an inhabitable land that kills her inside out. American napalm has
rendered her body a Vietnamese warzone, carving underground hideouts—spider holes—
onto the landscape of her skin. Thanh represents a vehement critical voice against the
U.S. as a poisonous ally with its military aggression, a fact that critics often disregard
because of Mai’s magnetic pull as a willing subject for assimilation. Thanh is the refugee
par excellence: an abjectly stateless subject who cannot adapt to a new host country. In
effect, Monkey Bridge presents Thanh’s death—the end to her grotesque narrative—as
the devastating alternative to the life offered by U.S. inclusion with selective memory.
South Vietnamese nationalist affect also surges in Monkey Bridge’s compliant
model minority who embraces America, proof that this nationalism travels to the next
generation despite the young subject’s resistance. After reading her mother’s last words,
Mai’s narration conveys a state of shock. At Thanh’s funeral, Mai has a hard time
keeping herself together:
A few more minutes and it will all be over. Keep calm, simplify, simplify,
everything will be all right. […] You’re not going to have to see any of these
people ever again once you leave for college, so everything, but everything, will
be just fine. A brand-new slate, that was what my mother had supposedly given
me, a slate unmarred by any undercurrents or tremors of Saigon or even of Falls
Church, Virginia. Control, everything is order and control. (257)
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Mai struggles with the stark contradiction between her supposed tabula rasa to be filled
with new knowledge in college and an intense apprehension that threatens to break her
down at any moment, between a thrilling beginning and a baleful past. The series of
panicked repetitions of “simplify,” “everything,” and “control” read like a chant with
which Mai tames a hovering specter. This eerie unease, I suggest, is the stubborn South
Vietnamese nationalism that Mai is too beholden to America to reckon with.79 Mai
gestures toward the ghost’s origin when she repeats a mantra from her father Binh: “One
wrong move, one wrong move, and the entire mess can just disarrange itself and collapse
like a hundred pieces of flying metal for the whole world to see” (257). The “one wrong
move” tag line, repeated throughout the novel, begins as a lesson in national history:
“The irreversible ‘one wrong move’ my father lamented was the American decision to
side with a postwar colonially minded France against a vehemently anticolonial
Vietnam” (26). According to Binh, this formulation encapsulates the entire history of the
Vietnamese civil war, including the Southern state’s rise and fall; everything belongs to a
chain of consequences starting with an American blunder. Her country has crumbled
because of this wrong move, and Mai fears that any trivial trigger will bulldoze her entire
existence in the U.S. as well. “One wrong move” is a diasporic South Vietnamese anxiety
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While the chapter does not formulate a thesis of genre, it observes that the loss of South Vietnam
literarily translates into features of the Gothic genre (madness, decaying locales and bodies, and ghostly
presences) to counteract the immigrant’s Bildungsroman. The Gothic genre has significant interventions in
the discourse of the nation-state, as Donald Anderson argues: “The Gothic lurks within criticism of the
nation-state. It hides on the edges where stateless peoples, refugees, and those seeking political asylum
wander like so many of George R. Romero’s zombies. Without the illusion of nationhood and its
community composed of individuals who believe in that illusion, citizens would be rendered illegible,
vulnerable, and outside the pale of the human. […] The nation-form separates something ‘good’ (citizen
rights, legibility) from something horrible (no rights, illegibility). The nation-state is Gothic and Ground
Zero is its avatar” (111). Contrary to post–9/11 America, the loss of South Vietnam for the refugees
characterizes not a philosophical reckoning with a general “illusion of nationhood” but the source for a
Cold War melancholia. While these refugees occupy the Gothic margin to the U.S. nation-state, their
marginality is not defined by an American loss but a Vietnamese one.
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that Mai’s father bequeaths to her and that her mother’s history lessons amplify. Of
course, Mai cannot have a clean slate, and she will have to enter college and assume a
U.S. citizenship forever marred by this out-of-place national affect lying in wait.
Subverting the remasculinizing rhetoric of the American sacrifice in Vietnam,80
Cao’s The Lotus and the Storm, published seventeen years after Monkey Bridge,81 depicts
the ghost of Southern nationalism sacrificing an American soldier to salvage RVN
potentiality. Unlike Monkey Bridge’s fraught Bildung narrative, Lotus presents two
Vietnamese American narrators locked in stasis in Northern Virginia: Minh, a former
ARVN colonel, and his daughter Mai, who works for a law office. They take turns
narrating their lives in the former RVN in first person perspectives. Mai suffers from
multiple personality disorder, a condition stemming from her witnessing two grisly
murders as a child in Saigon: one of her sister Khanh and another of her American best
friend, a young G.I. named James Baker. The mental disorder gives Mai an alter ego
named Bao, who sometimes overtakes Mai’s consciousness, bursts into tempestuous
rages, and brutally hits her(self). Cao’s second novel portrays the diasporic double
consciousness through a Janus-faced character with two distinct voices. Competing with
Mai for narrative space and claiming remarkable autonomy, Bao prevents Mai from
leaving the war behind. “She is outwardly Americanized,” Bao assesses, “but inwardly
she is stuck in Cholon” (242). Bao thus articulates Mai’s diasporic consciousness, which
is “sometimes in a half-life of green that is Vietnam and in a half-life of blackness that is
80

In what Susan Jeffords has called “the remasculinization of America,” popular cultural productions of the
Vietnam War salvage masculinist ideals to revise the humiliating loss of the war.
81
Lotus is not strictly a sequel to Monkey Bridge since their plots do not line up (the two pairs of parents
are different, for example). However, that the protagonist retains her name and that her life seems to
continue from one novel to the next (going to college as a teenager in the first then working in a law firm as
an adult in the second) strongly suggest that Cao intends the two books to have a sequential relationship to
each other.
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Virginia” (242). Though they share the same life, Bao distinguishes herself from Mai:
“Vietnam has not receded for me, as it has for Mai; it still tugs and pulls. Its murmuring
voice beckons” (240). The strange anxiety that ends the first novel here finds its full
manifestation as a possessing ghost with a name. Bao proudly claims the past: “After
more than thirty years in America, I remain wholly and quintessentially Vietnamese”
(362). Bao is the inassimilable, parasitic South Vietnamese consciousness that feeds on
the “form” of the Vietnamese American model minority. Not only does Bao fret and
gloat, she also claims an American’s life.
Causing an agonizing split between Bao and Mai, Baker’s death by a Viet Cong
sniper’s bullet bears enormous significance. During Tet 1968, Mai’s family home in
Saigon is ambushed by the Viet Cong. With luck, Mai hides safely in a cistern. When
Baker rushes to the house to save his best friend, a sniper takes aim at him. From her
hideout, Mai witnesses the event unfold. She tries to shout to save Baker, but “[i]t is as if
a hand had reached out and with an overpowering muscular force clamped my mouth
shut” (163). Bao admits to gagging Mai to save her, but Mai hates her for it. “She will
continue to blame Baker’s death on me even as she ignores my struggles to save her,”
Bao seethes (240). She is frustrated that Mai refuses to understand the importance of
Baker’s death: “I may have saved her life but that does not matter to her. Someday my
innocence will be established” (240). To vindicate herself, Bao poaches the “loss of
innocence” trope prevalent in postwar literature and films centering on U.S. veterans
(Kinney 66). Whereas the U.S. soldier’s “innocence” and honor in protecting the world’s
poor and oppressed has served to justify U.S. militaristic exceptionalism, Bao now
distorts this familiar concept to shed light on a South Vietnamese desire to survive at any
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cost. With the event in Bao’s control, Mai is not a helpless recipient of the gift of life but
someone who lets Baker die in her stead. Whereas U.S. diplomats viewed the RVN as a
country of “backward, childlike people” (Jacobs 15) whom the U.S. had to “nurse along”
(Carter 174), in Cao’s hands, a young South Vietnamese girl decides her American ally’s
fate. In this way, Lotus is a bold poetic retort to the infantilization and trivialization of
South Vietnam that has plagued Vietnam War discourse for decades. Though the novel
palliates this sharp cut in the end by revealing that Baker is still alive and by letting Mai
reconcile with him, Bao’s nationalist willingness to offer up the G.I. in self-interest
speaks volumes about a South Vietnamese insubordination toward both her communist
enemy and American benefactors.
As the legitimacy of the RVN is inextricably tied to the legacy of its founder and
first president Ngo Dinh Diem, Lotus mounts a defense of the man’s character and
metonymically of the state itself through the perspective of Mai’s father Minh, a former
ARVN colonel. The record of the Diem regime’s “tyranny and nepotism” (Park 203) is
unquestionable: his appointment of family members to the most powerful positions, his
preference for Catholics over Buddhists, his persecution of political dissidents and Viet
Cong suspects, to state a few examples. “Yes, blunders had been made and had been left
uncorrected,” Minh the Diemist concedes (Cao, Lotus 32). However, for Minh, the
statesman’s worth is above the details of his policies:
It was his character that touched me. He was frugal and uncorrupted. I understood
him. He was an unmarried man drawn to a Spartan lifestyle and uninterested in
the accumulation of personal wealth. His sin was an overinflated sense of loyalty

117

to his family. But who among us in this land of Confucius could not understand
such a sense of duty? (33)
In his account, Minh moves Diem from the rancorous realm of state politics into a moral
order in which matters of duty and virtue reign supreme. Reinterpreting Diem’s wellreported nepotism as zealous loyalty to family, Minh turns Diem’s flaw into a good
excess, which Minh rhetorically suggests that Vietnamese “in this land of Confucius” can
forgive. Minh’s appeal also buries Diem’s contentious Catholicism under a common
Confucian national ethos. As Van Nguyen-Marshall has pointed out, despite their threehundred-year presence in Vietnam, Vietnamese Catholics were often associated with
colonial and neo-colonial powers, first with France and then with the U.S. (“Tools of
Empire?” 141). To many of his political enemies and dissidents, Catholicism marked
Diem and his government as foreign and suspect to the people. Aware of this historical
charge, Minh in the novel puts the Catholic in a Confucian mandarin’s robe to exonerate
him: Diem’s only flaw is that he is too Vietnamese. The RVN is, by this logic, not a
puppet controlled by foreigners; on the contrary, it was a noble cause realized by a man
of rectitude. Minh’s point is questionable, to say the least, but it testifies to his RVN
political integrity from Vietnam to Virginia: the purified symbol of Diem is Minh’s
saving grace as a refugee in the U.S., and Minh’s loyalty to the first president anchors
him against the fickle tides of U.S. war remembrance.82
At the same time that it defends the Republic, Lotus deepens its critique against
U.S. militarism from a critical ally’s perspective. Like his parental counterpart Thanh in
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On the more immediate revision Ngo Dinh Diem’s legacy in the RVN after his assassination, Sean Fear
writes, “Ngo Dinh Diem re-emerged during the Second Republic exuding a welcome aura of rectitude and
propriety during a period of turbulence and decay” (37).
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the preceding novel, Minh in Lotus uses his South Vietnamese nationalism to volley a
critique against the U.S. as a bad ally in war. This reproof is evident in Minh’s
interpretation of Diem’s assassination carried out, with the blessing of the American
leadership, by ARVN generals who want to take over the government.83 When the coup
planners ask Minh to join them, he adamantly refuses (32).84 His best friend, Phong,
however, joins the coup and forever fractures Minh’s trust for him. “Now when I looked
at him,” Minh declares, “I could only see the face of a man who took money from the
CIA” (195). The shocking end of the First Republic and the military junta’s rise figure in
the novel as an irreparable split in a friendship forged by battle fires. This is not just a
personal affair. What Minh cannot accept in Phong’s decision is Phong’s loss of South
Vietnamese honor and his shameful submission to the Americans. “The political situation
was clear,” Minh explains. “The Americans had to approve all plans. But the United
States was like a giant tree with shallow roots and a heavy top. A storm could topple it”
(99). America cannot direct South Vietnamese to win this war because it has no deep ties
to the country—the kind of roots that the French had a century to plant, though they
failed anyway. Minh suggests that Phong has become a bad element exploited by the
Americans. The coup, in Minh’s eyes, shows clearly that the U.S. would not hesitate to
suffocate the RVN under its weight. In other words, the U.S. treats South Vietnamese as
puppets against their will. At one point, Minh confronts Phong directly: “You will curse
the day you did what you did, Phong. You think you’re using the Americans but they are
using you,” at which Phong jeers, “We are not dealing with poetry here but with the life
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On how Henry Cabot Lodge, U.S. Ambassador to the RVN, bypassed Kennedy and helped bring about
the coup, see Moyar 250–56 and Miller, Misalliance 291–93.
84
According to one account, the author’s father Colonel Cao Van Vien “‘broke down completely’ upon
learning of the coup” and gave up his insignia in immediate resignation (Moyar 267).
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of the country” (87, emphasis in original). What Phong does not understand, the novel
implies, is that the national spirit is nothing if not poetry. In the midst of a war over
Vietnamese national identity, this stuff of poetry is of paramount importance, so much so
that Minh continues to nurture it in the post-state era. The novel does not defend the RVN
to justify U.S. wartime policy or vice versa; instead, Lotus strikes a third path of RVN
self-construction between being complicit to U.S. militaristic dominance and accepting
the North as the sole claimant of Vietnamese sovereignty.
To double down on her critique of the negative impact of U.S. involvement in the
RVN, Cao depicts a South Vietnamese family seduced and debased by an American
homewrecker. The intruder is John Clifford, an adviser married with children from New
York. Thanks to his trustworthy character, Clifford irresistibly attracts both Minh and his
wife Quy. Asked what he expects in return for his service in Vietnam, Clifford shrugs,
“Me? Contentment. Satisfaction that one has made an important contribution” (120).
When Quy pushes him for an example, his answer pleases the Vietnamese husband and
wife: “It’s easy enough. Loyalty, for example. Loyalty is very simple. You don’t abandon
someone who has been a friend to you at his moment of need” (120). Clifford mouths
American benevolence and delivers this Cold War diplomatic creed in flesh and blood to
the South Vietnamese home. Minh is so beholden to this fine American that he becomes a
willing cuckold, letting Clifford and Quy indulge in an extramarital affair. The foreign
visitor extends his stay and changes the host family forever, like a parasite. At first
glance, the ménage à trois pleases all three of them, as Minh recounts:
I noticed that the weight of his eyes rested—a viewfinder—on the bareness of her
slender neck. I was not offended, nor concerned. Why should he not look? Our
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country is a grand wreck but our women are beautiful. […] Naturally, I noticed.
And so would other men. Foreign men. This we have in common. Noticing is a
normal enough thing to do. I liked Cliff all the more for it. (122)
Accepting Clifford’s amalgamation into his marriage, Minh directly contradicts what we
have heard him preach to Phong about national integrity, revealing the irresolvable
breach between theory and practice. Minh feels flattered that Clifford pays special
attention his wife. The apparently honorable man’s approval for deviance here is
astonishing indeed, and it makes his wife a concubine—a theme that comes roaring back
from Monkey Bridge. The RVN official and his American adviser form a homosocial
bond via the Vietnamese woman’s body. Their common attraction to Quy strengthens
their political alliance: Minh and Clifford’s transnational, masculinist exploitation of the
native female body promises to save the “grand wreck” of the country. The novel
certainly does not present this threesome as a domestic ideal, but rather as a compromised
form of domesticity and political arrangement. The perverted nuclear family here stands
as the metaphor for the difficult national family of South Vietnam. Underneath the façade
of happy consent in the Minh–Quy–Clifford experiment, there lies a deep anxiety
captured in Minh’s short, hesitant sentences, which sag under false self-assurance. The
husband discerns a dangerous force in his wife’s American beau: Clifford’s eyes, which
“could see everything and miss nothing” (115), resemble a “viewfinder,” a scope that
guides bullets. Quy’s bare neck may be in the crosshairs while Minh looks on with
uncomfortable incompetence—an uncanny version of Mai’s witnessing a Viet Cong
targeting Baker. This modern family therefore expresses the complex affect of South
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Vietnam’s nation-building collaboration with the U.S, in which happy smiles disguise
deep distrust.
As Lotus presents the compromised South Vietnamese family as a symbolic
problem for the nation, the narrative, appropriately enough, resorts to a Vietnamese
canonical text to salvage the family’s dignity. The high-stake solution comes from the
young Mai, who struggles to come to terms with the fundamental change in her parents’
marriage. Upon learning that her father accepts Clifford as Quy’s paramour (184), Mai
recites Nguyen Du’s The Tale of Kieu—a celebrated nineteenth-century Vietnamese tale
about a young woman who prostitutes herself to save her family’s honor—to make sense
of her parents’ open marriage. “I remember Kieu’s verses our mother used to read to my
sister and me,” Mai reflects. “Like Kieu and Trong, our parents remain inseparable. They
continue in defiance of reason or of suffering. They will sacrifice for the sake of love, I
insist” (185). Mai’s literary frame holds up sacrifice as her parents’ redemption: Minh
and Quy only give up the sanctity of their marriage to secure their hearth and home. By
being with Clifford, Quy prostitutes herself for the greater good. The threesome turns into
a convenient arrangement for the sake of survival. By casting her parents as Nguyen Du’s
romantic pair, Mai also acquits them of shameless adultery. They are, Mai insists,
honorable, and their collaboration with the American only strengthens their love for each
other and their “complicity of a common history” (185), which is inaccessible to the
American. As South Vietnam nears collapse, Clifford flies out of Saigon, leaving behind
his lover Quy and exceptional friend Minh (230). Mai learns later that Quy eventually
gives birth to Clifford’s daughter then gives her up to an orphanage (334). Clifford in the
end embodies America’s unforgivable abandonment of South Vietnam—a complete
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reversal from his self-introductory benevolence. Decades after the war, Minh thinks of
Clifford only in terms of “insufficiency and defeat. And betrayal. And broken promises”
(344). Mai’s extraordinary literary labor renders the American man extraneous and
morally dubious, thus salvaging her parents from charges of debauchery and collusion.
Patterning Minh and Quy after the couple in Nguyen Du’s epic, Mai also asserts her
parents’ Vietnamese essence, incorruptible despite an American intrusion. And so South
Vietnam retains its nationalist rectitude in the symbolic order.
Written and published well after the war ended, Lan Cao’s Monkey Bridge and
The Lotus and the Storm confront some of the problems that Ly Thu Ho’s novels also
address, namely, the RVN’s autonomy vis-à-vis the North and the U.S., and the
safeguarding of Southern nationalism after the war. However, Cao’s fiction novels also
deal particularly with the problems faced by South Vietnamese refugees in the U.S., such
as ethnic assimilation, its demand for leaving the homeland behind, and the negotiations
of war remembrance between the U.S. and its former RVN allies. Both Monkey Bridge
and Lotus are concerned with the transmission of historical knowledge from one
generation to the next, but Mai as the recipient in both also develops her own South
Vietnamese national consciousness in different forms, first as pre-college anxiety and
then as a psychopathic ghost. Thanh in the first novel and Minh in the second assert their
Southern sentiments through difficult stories rife with murders and perversions, yet
thanks to Cao’s elaborate strategies they finally emerge as South Vietnamese subjects
with diasporic political integrity attached in a lost nation that they continue to justify.
Cao’s work joins in the revisionist moment of contemporary Vietnam War discourse, but
only to insist on a South Vietnamese perspective that American commentators have
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habitually ignored. The result is an unconventional, subtle, but biting critique of
American militarism and toxic allyship.
DIASPORIC SOUTH VIETNAMESE NATIONALISM IN FICTION
In Terror in Little Saigon, a PBS documentary released in 2015, journalist A. C.
Thompson investigates a series of unsolved assassinations in the 1980s and 90s of
Vietnamese American journalists who wrote for Vietnamese-language newspapers in the
U.S. It was a matter of in-group conflict: while alive, the reporters all openly criticized
the National United Front, a group allegedly consisting of elite members of the former
Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN) who tried to mobilize a force against the
Communist takeover of their homeland. The murders were ugly reminders of the
Vietnam War, which Americans now tend to view with a mix of indifference, confusion,
or shame. With a journalistic skepticism well-honed by the Pentagon Papers, Thompson
suggests that the CIA and the FBI patched over the assassinations and the U.S.
government might have funded the Front’s military enterprise, as they did the Nicaraguan
Contras in the 1970s. The Front would not tolerate dissent, according to Thompson, and
the journalists paid their lives for their words. Cultural critic Phuong Nguyen has
remarked on the irony of the fatally ultranationalist Front’s mimic of the communist
National Liberation Front: “To defeat the Viet-Cong, refugees created an anticommunist
Viet-Cong” (79). Just as the U.S. tried to remasculinize itself in the 1980s to get rid of the
“Vietnam syndrome,” these “refugee Americans,” as Phuong Nguyen calls them, tried to
remasculinize themselves with murderous results. The diasporic Front demonstrates the
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ugly extreme that diasporic South Vietnamese nationalism can reach, turning the stuff of
“poetry”—to revisit a formulation in Lotus—into nightmarish terrors.85
In the U.S. and France, Ly Thu Ho, Lan Cao, and the assassinated journalists
were and have been resiliently involved in diasporic textual production, and their
redoubtable projects dealing with matters of life and death—personal and national—
deserve more critical attention rather than being ethnically marginalized into obscurity.
The five novels studied in this chapter are, broadly, all historical fiction, and together
they sketch a temporality of postcolonial nationalist thoughts and feelings that precede
and exceed the existence of the Southern state. While one may expect narratives of
national reunification to feature both Northern and Southern characters successfully
joined together through civil institutions such as marriage, these novels decidedly reject
such literary contrivances. Even as Ly’s characters wax poetic about peace between
North and South, they advocate for the South’s legitimate existence. Both Ly and Cao
revise the accepted history of the Vietnam War. Ly’s Bereft Springtime challenges the
Viet Minh’s firm grasp on the independence movement, and Cao’s Lotus eulogizes Ngo
Dinh Diem, the oft-reviled founder of the RVN. Both authors critically assess South
Vietnam’s precarity between Northern communism and American puissance. That said,
each author has her own version of Southern nationalism. While At the Crossroads has a
South Vietnamese couple adopt a Viet Cong’s child in a fleeting gesture of appeasement,
in Monkey Bridge the Viet Cong’s daughter condemns her own father for his murderous
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Though it is unclear how the National United Front is related to the California-based Provisional
Government of Vietnam, in early 2018, Vietnam formally listed the latter a terrorist organization
(“Vietnam Lists U.S.-Based Vietnamese American Group”). This California group is yet another diasporic
ultranationalist mimic of a wartime communist group, i.e. the Provisional Revolutionary Government of the
Republic of South Vietnam, which merged with the Socialist Republic of Vietnam after the war.
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wrath and insincere communism. In both sets of novels, the fractured family figures
consistently as a trope. As Thu-Thuy in The Illusion of Peace tearfully castigates the
North for killing her husband, Mai the daughter in Lotus explains away her parents’ open
marriage with an American. While Ly never allows her protagonists to develop romantic
intimacy with Americans, Cao explores this intimacy’s possibilities and contains its
potential damages. Most significantly, whereas Ly’s widow decides to remain in Vietnam
to craft an alternative Vietnamese history to pass on to her sons—an ironic anti-exilic
move in a diasporic novel—the parental figures in Cao’s novels belabor different ways to
make the U.S. into the next site, no matter how imperfect, for diasporic national
sentiments, even at the risk of traumatizing and preventing their daughter from calling
America home.
Studying South Vietnamese nationalist literature is one way to work through the
complexities of national self-making. As Vo Phien sagely writes, “The utmost confusion
above all is how we may perceive our own intellectual and spiritual workings” (22).86
Diasporic nationalist literature of South Vietnam continually makes and remakes the
nation, with and without a state form. Constantly in flux, this literature does not express a
stable nationalist essence; it is not the sign of an unchanging signified. To be clear, this
chapter does not contend that Literature is a better academic discipline than History for
comprehending South Vietnam in the postwar. It does, however, argue that, insofar as
historians keep explaining why and how “we” (Americans) lost the war to “them” (North
Vietnamese) and whether the war was a just or ignominious cause for “us” (again,
Americans), South Vietnam will continue to fall by the wayside. Diasporic literature
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“Bối rối hơn cả vẫn là cái nhìn của chúng ta về ngay những hoạt động tinh thần của chính chúng ta.”

126

allows us to decentralize the U.S. as the good or bad protagonist of the Vietnam War, to
ask a different set of questions about the Vietnamese civil war, and to reckon with the
aspirations and exasperations of South Vietnamese during and after the war. An official
historiography of South Vietnam has never been written, and one may say with certainty
that no current nation-state would lend sovereign support to such an account even if it
saw the light of day. The emerging accounts of the state have pitched themselves as either
refugee studies or transnational American diplomacy studies; none as national pedagogy
for future citizenry. In this context, diasporic South Vietnamese literature becomes the
necessary site for a non-state nationalism. Beyond an obsession with loss, this literature
exemplifies robust creativity against all odds. Whereas the state has irretrievably failed,
the experimental impulse for nation-building cultivated south of the seventeenth parallel
has made myriad adaptations and continued on abroad—despite pyres of burning books,
despite arrests and persecutions, despite fortified borders, and despite global forces of
forgetting.
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CHAPTER 3
DIASPORIC UNSETTLEMENT: LIBERAL INCLUSION AND ITS DISCONTENTS
IN LINDA LÊ’S SLANDER AND VIET THANH NGUYEN’S THE SYMPATHIZER
If there is a citizenship that [the writer in exile] longs for, it would
be the citizenship of language.
—Linda Lê, You Will Write about Happiness 32387
To imagine and dream beyond being the citizen of a nation, to
articulate the yearning for a citizenship of the imagination—that is
the artist’s calling.
—Viet Thanh Nguyen, Nothing Ever Dies 264
The symbolic afterlife of South Vietnam is at the core of diasporic subjects’
sensibility as they confront the politics of resettlement. While some scholars of the
diaspora, particularly within Vietnamese American cultural politics, have pushed for
more attention to the specificities of South Vietnam as “America’s sullied ‘ally’” (Bui 4),
they have been far less certain about what to do with South Vietnam’s collaboration with
the American war machine and the refugees’ anticommunism. Many of these new
citizens tend to prefer conservative politicians, whose policies ethnic studies academics
generally consider hostile to minorities. Some prominent scholarly strategies in
addressing this phenomenon in the U.S. can be summarized here. Studying how the
popular press has discussed Vietnam War veterans and refugees, Espiritu argues that as
“the purported rescuers and rescued, respectively, they together re-position the United
States as the ideal refuge for Vietnam’s ‘runaways’ and thus as the ultimate victor of the
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“S’il y a une citoyenneté qu[e l’écrivain dans l’exil] convoite, ce serait la citoyenneté de la langue” (Tu
écriras sur le bonheur 323).
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Vietnam War” (83, emphasis in original). This symbolic twinning contributes to what
Espiritu calls “the ‘we-win-even-when-we-lose’ certainty,” which in turn “undergirds
U.S. remembrance of Vietnam’s ‘collateral damage’ as historically necessary for the
progress of freedom and democracy” (83). In another study, Thuy Vo Dang reframes the
refugees’ anticommunism as less a symptom of revanchism and more “a lynchpin to hold
together the diverse Vietnamese American community at multiple sites, from educational
and cultural programs to the creative expressions of identity in music and rituals” (66).
Other critics are less approving of their subjects. Mimi Nguyen reads the “refugee
patriot” thankful to the U.S. for the “gift of freedom” as an imperial figure who allows
the racist state to distinguish “between those who love the flag as we do and those who
hate our freedoms” (166, emphasis in original). More recently, Phuong Tran Nguyen has
more pointedly exposed the refugees’ militant tactics, which ironically turn them into
what he calls “an anticommunist Viet Cong” (79). Depending on the account, the
refugees take a different guise: victims of the U.S. military-industrial complex, collateral
damage, a misunderstood community, or a selfish model minority “casting their lot with
white conservatives” (P. Nguyen 114). Across the board, critics struggle to account for
this population’s suffering on the one hand and its incompatibility with the antiimperialist left on the other. The dilemma surrounding the refugees results directly from
South Vietnam’s intimate relationship with the U.S. during the war.
Whether not the refugees pledge their devotion to this fallen state, and even when
they deliberately disavow their country of origin in shame, indissoluble South
Vietnamese structures of feeling fundamentally determine how diasporic subjects
perceive themselves in time and space. In his historiography of modern refugeehood,
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Peter Gatrell writes, “A sense of history was often close to the surface of refugees’ selfexpression” (12), for, even among the most silent of them, refugees do not come to their
host countries as blank slates. In the poignant words of Henry Pachter, a Jewish
intellectual who escaped Nazi Germany to New York, “I’m like the man who carried the
brick with him to show the world what his house had been like” (51). The exile’s brick
does not stay innocuous as a memento, however. I argue that diasporic remnants of South
Vietnamese nationalism—either “soft” or “hard” with all its recalcitrant unconformity—
carve out a space for critiques of liberal inclusion. This diasporic criticism of assimilation
manifests in different ways. The refugees may embrace the model minority type with
strings attached, such as demands for public RVN commemoration and critiques of
authoritarian Vietnam’s human rights abuses; or, citing U.S. betrayal and holding onto
Little Saigon as a fortress of an alternative Vietnam, they may refuse to assimilate
altogether. The refugees’ versatile and often ambiguous negotiation for a place in France
and the U.S. mirrors the vexed position occupied by South Vietnam of yore, i.e. the oftneglected third entity in contradistinction to both communist North and the U.S., or “the
other and the other’s other,” as Philip Beidler astutely notes (314). As a diasporic and
doubly othered phenomenon, this nationalist attachment to South Vietnam announces
itself in the political languages of the host states, at once affirming and unraveling them.
In Donald Pease’s sharp formulation: “The diaspora’s multitudinous processes of
identification and disidentification disrupted and refracted the state’s system of
classifications and fostered identity formations […] irreducible to the state’s rubrics”
(54). That is to say, South Vietnamese sensibility grafts onto French and U.S. liberal
values only to assert itself anew against these countries’ conditions of inclusion.
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In their novels, Lê and Viet Nguyen provide compelling strategies of what I call a
diasporic unsettlement of liberal inclusion, despite the vast gulf of differences between
them in terms of language, context, education background, politics, and aesthetics. Born
in South Vietnam to middle or upper-middle class Catholic families, Lê and Viet Nguyen
migrated as children to France and the U.S., respectively, when the RVN collapsed. They
subsequently distinguished themselves at elite universities in their host countries and
became arguably the most critically acclaimed writers of the post–1975 diaspora today.
However, while Lê has authored dozens of books over decades and largely stayed out of
the public limelight, Viet Nguyen shot to fame virtually overnight with a Pulitzer Prize in
2016 for his first novel and has since frequently appeared in mainstream media. Whereas
the former strives for an aesthetic of solipsistic exile, the latter vocally defends ethnic,
antiracist politics of recognition. As Lê’s nihilistic style earns her the reputation of a
“professor of despair” (professeur de désespoir) (cited in Selao, “Migratory Birds” 158),
reviewers have noted Viet Nguyen’s “funny”88 style and “dark humor.”89 These
differences aside, as the epigraphs to this chapter suggest, both writers have offered farreaching thoughts about the symbolic problems of citizenship for diasporic South
Vietnamese. Coupled with their complex narrative strategies, these authors’ robust
theories of diasporic presence vis-à-vis the three reigning nation-states (France, the U.S.,
and the Socialist Republic of Vietnam90), articulated through their acclaimed literary
fictions, warrant an analysis of their works in a comparative frame.
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“A Dark, Funny – and Vietnamese – Look at the Vietnam War.”
DuShane.
90
The Northern regime during the civil war was named the Democratic Republic of Vietnam. After it took
over the southern state, the unified country was named the Socialist Republic of Vietnam.
89
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Here I focus on the authors’ first novels91—Lê’s Slander (Calomnies, 1993) and
Viet Nguyen’s The Sympathizer (2015)—for two reasons. First, through translations,
these works are available in France and the U.S.: The Sympathizer appeared in French in
2017 as Le Sympathisant, translated by Clément Baude and winner of that year’s Prize
for the Best Foreign Book (Prix du Meilleur Livre étranger); Slander, translated by
Esther Allen, was published in the U.S. in 1996. True to their content, the texts have
enjoyed transnational lives. Second, these first novels take on the generic qualities of the
Künstlerroman, or the artist’s novel, and serve as the authors’ momentous selfannouncements of their entrances into the literary world.92 The novelists’ concern with
form and genre is evident on every page, but they aim for literary mediations that exceed
aesthetic play. The authors’ uses of the genre reflect the conditions of diasporic textual
production and the treacherous paths taken by the exiles-as-artists to circumvent their
host countries’ representational expectations. The artists have no safe space: for them, the
ivory tower denotes a kind of disciplining education of liberal ideologies, and the sacred
fount is nothing less than the harrowing sea of refugee passage.
91

In fact, Slander is Lê’s second novel and fourth book. However, with the advent of her short story
collection The Evangelists of Crime (Les Évangiles du crime, 1992), Lê decided to erase from her official
bibliography the first three works published in her twenties by La Table Ronde: the novel Such a Tender
Vampire (Un si tendre vampire, 1987) and two short story collections, Flight (Fuir, 1988) and Solo: Short
Stories (Solo : Nouvelles, 1989) because she did not believe they represented her true writerly voice. Lê
thus counts The Evangelists of Crime as her first published work and Slander as her first novel (Kurmann
4).
92
This last observation about genre connotes some critical points. Scholarship on the Künstlerroman has
dealt exclusively with the aesthetics of the Western canon with few exceptions.92 In the only book-length
study of this genre in English, Maurice Beebe delineates two traditions, representing two ends of the
aesthetic spectrum, for portrait-of-the-artist novels: the ivory tower and the sacred fount. The ivory tower
represents the “conviction that art is a vocation superior to time and place,” which leads the artist to
withdraw from the vicissitudes of life to their “Happy Valley (or Ivory Tower or Great Good Place)” (22).
By contrast, the sacred fount “tends to equate art with experience and assumes that the true artist is one
who lives not less, but more fully and intensely than others. Within this tradition art is essentially the recreation of experience” (13). Most Künstlerromane incorporate both traditions, leaning one way or the
other but rarely to the extreme. My reading, however, diverge from Beebe’s ahistorical frame by
foregrounding the social, historical, and material specificities of refugeehood and citizenship with which
Slander and The Sympathizer contend.

132

The two-part analysis that follows will delve into how diasporic South
Vietnamese consciousness operates in Slander and The Sympathizer and how these two
texts respectively posit strategies of negotiation with French and U.S. settlement politics.
In their unnamed narrators, both texts capture subjectivities caught in the cracks of
imperial and national tectonic shifts as the French colonial order and the southern state
collapsed. Even as the exodus provides an escape from the communist regime, these
subjectivities sit uneasily within French and American politics of (in)hospitality. Lê’s
writer-narrator must confront the lingering colonizer–colonized dichotomy as well as the
citizen–foreigner distinction of metropolitan France, all troubled by her lost South
Vietnamese nationality. Similarly, Viet Nguyen’s protagonist struggles with the colonial
legacy in his biraciality as well as an oppressive American exceptionalism that erases
Vietnamese—North and South—from the country’s war memory. In their resistant
stances against their host countries, these novels never idealize Vietnam of either side.
Lê’s narrator repudiates her South Vietnamese family as a malaise due to their comprador
attitude to France and the U.S.; Viet Nguyen’s novel exposes Northern cruelty as a sign
of perverse postcolonial nationalism. Both texts, however, proffer powerful visions of
political and aesthetic transcendence in the end with major implications for diasporic
living and writing.
SOUTH VIETNAM’S DISGRACE, DIASPORIC DIVESTMENT, AND ASSIMILATION TROUBLE IN
LINDA LÊ’S SLANDER
A consideration of Lê’s career and her recently revealed path to French
citizenship allows a new appreciation of her work. A graduate of the premier University
of Paris 1 Panthéon-Sorbonne, Lê has published more than twenty books of fiction and
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criticism, which have won leading literary prizes, such as the Wepler, Fénéon, and
Renaudot. In 2012 she was shortlisted for the Goncourt des lycéens, one of France’s
highest honors for a living author (Yeager, “Authorial Identities” 94). Lê remains the
only writer from the postwar diaspora whose novels (Slander and The Three Fates [Les
Trois Parques, 1997]) have been translated into English, and among her peers she has
commanded the most scholarly attention. My description of Lê as a Vietnamese
francophone writer, I should clarify, is solely descriptive, given that Lê refuses to take
her place in the lineage of twentieth-century Vietnamese francophone literature, which
deals primarily with colonial East–West cultural exchange and conflict (Yeager,
“Culture” 257). Lê’s literary lineage thus stands apart from her pre–1975 forebears. Her
background distinguishes herself from other war refugees as well. Lê did not come to
France as a “boat person,” as most critics have assumed,93 though it is easy to see how
they have associated her with this population: her first short-story collection The
Evangelists of Crime (Les Évangiles du crime, 1992) concludes with “Vinh L.,” whose
eponymous character is a Vietnamese boat person who survives his middle passage by
cannibalizing another passenger. Lê flew out of Saigon in 1977 on an airplane with her
grandmother, mother, and sisters under the protection of France as its citizens (Lê, “SafeConduct” 69). She settled in Le Havre in northern France at the age of fourteen as a
“repatriate” [rapatriée], not a refugee.94 Lê’s safe passage to France was the result of her
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Ching Selao, the champion of Lê’s work in North America, makes this understandable mistake (“From
Exile” 135).
94
As Emmanuelle Saada has shown, obtaining French citizenship through naturalization for a non-métis
native (who does not have any French or European ancestry) during the colonial era was a capstone of an
extremely selective process through which the (male) candidate must prove exceptional allegiance and
service to the French state, in addition to his high-class status in Vietnamese society. Naturalized
citizenship was the colonizer’s favor, not a native’s right, and it ensured the inherited privilege for
generations of a family (111–14).
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family’s tight alliance with the former colonial power—one that they safeguarded
through twenty years of postcolonial RVN as foreigners in their own country.95 This fact
does not negate Lê’s existential exile, since “[b]eing an exile is not a matter of needing a
passport; it is a state of mind” (Pachter 16). Once in France, what was in question for
repatriates was no longer their citizenship but their national belonging: these French
citizens “returned” to a homeland they had never known. This competition of homelands
between France and Vietnam through the repatriates starkly exposes the tension between
state and nation. The repatriates find themselves juggling between two homelands at the
same time that their alliance to either renders them suspect. Unsurprisingly, then, this
disjuncture between nationality and citizenship haunts Lê’s work through and through.
The Caliban Complex (Le Complexe de Caliban), Lê’s 2005 anecdotal book of
autobiography and aesthetic treatise, projects the last image retained by the author from
the Vietnam of her childhood. After the communists took over South Vietnam, the young
Lê witnessed a public campaign to confiscate and destroy all cultural products that the
government deemed foreign and degenerate. Lê and her family, fearing punishment for
her father’s previous employment in a foreign company in Saigon, threw several books,
magazines, and music records into a bonfire, save her father’s Bible, before state agents
seized the rest. Lê recalls, “In our naiveté, we believed that we contributed to what they
called the correction of the country’s morality” (14) by letting their books be confiscated.
Instead, “we discovered that the agents of cultural purification had apathetically sold”
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Lê recounts that the Southern government actively discouraged the keeping of French passports by
imposing a special tax on those who held them. After the war, however, this passport became a prized relic
from the past with salvation power (“Safe-Conduct” 68).
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what they had collected for money (14).96 Scales fell from the young Lê’s eyes. “For the
first time,” Lê laments,
I felt deceived and came to understand the meaning of the word dispossession.
[…] I felt deeply the injustice of the situation. They abused my trust. They robbed
the best part of my childhood. As I am writing these lines, nearly thirty years after
the revolution, I learn that they are burning books in Hanoi. […] I seem to hear, in
the crackles of the purifying flames, the cries of a child deprived of her first
book.97 (14–15, emphasis in original)
Lê’s trauma of dispossession suffered during Hanoi’s purge ignited her writerly career in
France: she would go on to become an esteemed and prolific writer, as if compensating
for the burned and misused pages of her past. Lê’s primal scene also belies her Southern
Vietnamese literary politics in the diaspora. Even though she disapproves of South
Vietnam’s crony capitalism (Lê, The Caliban Complex 14), Lê’s opposition to Hanoi,
deep in her psyche, nurtures her diasporic consciousness. I mention Lê’s beginning here
to aver that a South Vietnamese sensibility persists in her literary endeavors, despite her
deliberate silence on the extinct country, or, more accurately, her aversion to its legacy.
Indeed, this chapter claims that South Vietnam’s afterlife actively operates at the heart of
her writerly resistance against resettlement (enracinement, rooting) in France.
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“Dans notre naïveté, nous avions cru, en donnant nos livres, contribuer à ce qu’on appelait le
redressement moral du pays, et nous découvrions que l’agent de purification culturelle avait revendu avec
le même flegme nos précieux livres.”
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“Pour la première fois, je me sentis dupée et compris le sens du mot dépossession. […] Je ressentis
profondément toute l’injustice de la situation. On avait abusé de ma confiance. On m’avait volé la
meilleure part de mon enfance. À l’heure où j’écris ces lignes, près de trente ans après la révolution,
j’apprends qu’on brûle des livres à Hanoi. […] Il me semble entendre, au milieu des crépitements
purificateurs, le sanglot d’un enfant qu’on a privé de son premier livre.”
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Thanks to her previous three works, which she excised from her bibliography,
French critics already knew Lê as a “young and talented” writer (Savigneau) when
Slander was published in France in 1993 by Christian Bourgois, a small publishing
house. The English translation by Esther Allen was published in 1997 by the University
of Nebraska Press. This novel, which critic Pierre Lepape described as “uncertain, messy,
unexpected, […] at once ironic and passionate,”98 centers on a young writer in search of
the truth of her lineage. She has come to France with her family as a war refugee, leaving
her father behind in Vietnam. Her mother, whom she detests, suggests to her one day that
her real father is an American commander, not the stranded loser she has known and
loved. This dubious tip from the mother beclouds the writer’s self-perception. The writerprotagonist becomes vulnerable in her professional life as well when she has to face two
powerhouses of the culture industry who compete for mentorship over her talent: Ricin,
an avant-garde literary editor, and the Counselor, a producer of melodramatic television.
To ascertain her identity, personal and professional, the writer pens a letter to seek
verification from her father’s brother, a self-proclaimed madman also living in France but
ostracized by the rest of the family. The uncle and his niece, both unnamed, take turns
narrating the story and reflecting on their exilic conditions, notions of love and sacrifice,
as well as their complicated relations to France. Slander’s prose is highly stylized; its
elliptical narration, provocative imagery, and twisted plotline dealing with thorny topics
like incest point to Lê’s attempt at an avant-garde aesthetic. The following analysis looks
closely at the writer-narrator’s disavowal of her family for embodying South Vietnam’s
greed and complicity with imperial powers, her writerly identity development vis-à-vis
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“incertain[], mêlé[], inattendu[], […] ironique[] et passionné[] tout ensemble”
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the refugees’ narrative scarcity in France, and her failed artistic attempt at transcending
South Vietnam’s historical binds. Slander intertwines these three problematics through an
aesthetic of nihilism that upends France’s dominant assimilationist demand.
In Slander—as in many diasporic Vietnamese novels—the nuclear diasporic
family and the lost nation fundamentally implicate each other, and Lê’s portrayal of the
dysfunctional family discloses a difficult, disaffected attachment to South Vietnam. To
make this argument, my reading deviates from scholarship that hesitates to analyze sociohistorical particularities in Lê’s work and instead focuses on abstract and artistic exile.
Julie Assier, for example, claims, “The Lêesque space reflects the interior landscape of
her characters; it often presents a closed space that is, like its protagonist’s life, hidden,
shut in on itself” (34-35).99 Many insights become available if the critic opens his or her
interpretation to the myriad ways in which Lê’s fictional world and aesthetic correlate to
the historical reality of South Vietnam and its diasporic afterlife. In Slander, a caustic
indictment against the comprador family comes from the uncle, who describes them as
“half serpent, half eel, seeking their way guided by the smells of money and blood” (44).
These “opportunistic vermin,” he continues, live by a damning creed: “The powers that
be are always right. That’s why family members have always learned foreign languages:
[…] only in order to derive greater advantages from the powers that be, to ensure their
privileges” (44–45). This critique of colonial collusion can feel quite familiar to antiwar
readers who believe that South Vietnam was a postcolonial compromise with France and
the U.S. during the Cold War, a moral contrast to the North’s revolutionary foundation.
Moreover, the assessment comes from a man who is both part of and apart from the
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“L’espace lêesque reflète le paysage intérieur de ses personnages; il se présente souvent comme un
espace clos qui est à l’image de la vie du protagoniste, retranché, fermé sur lui-même.”
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family, tied to them by blood yet alienated from them due to his supposed insanity.
Unlike Ly Thu Ho’s and Lan Cao’s novels studied in the last chapter, Slander actively
divests from the Southern cause; this move away from a nostalgia for the lost homeland
ironizes but does not erase the writer-protagonist’s South Vietnamese connection, much
like the uncle’s alienated but irradicable blood tie to the family whom he so despises. The
novel’s internecine charge against South Vietnam’s accomplice middle class, unforgiving
as it is, does not approximate that of a political enemy.
A novel of bad affect, Slander centralizes the disgrace of South Vietnam’s
dependency on the U.S. through the mother’s and daughter’s attitudes toward the
character of the U.S. commander. In the midst of war, the mother, also known as
Madamother (Madamère) enjoys a hot and heavy affair with an American military man
with her husband’s full knowledge. “Ask your uncle,” Madamother tells her daughter.
“He will guarantee you that your true father is the Stranger (l’Étranger, the Foreigner
[Lê, Calomnies 22]), the man who passed through, my lover for a few months and the
Love of My Life. […] You’ll learn that not all fathers are losers” (13). Madamother
defies the social expectation of the adulterer’s shame and revels in her romance with the
American. She raves on, “With his left hand he caressed the leg of his great wartime love,
but his right hand never forgot that there was also a victory to be won—he would snap
his fingers and hundreds of bombs would rain down on the Country” (36). As I have
discussed in my analysis of Lan Cao’s The Lotus and the Storm in the last chapter, the
portrait of the South Vietnamese woman who takes an American lover and cuckolds her
Vietnamese husband metaphorizes the disgrace of the southern state’s thoroughgoing
reliance on the U.S. Slander resorts to the same trope of interracial family perversion for
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the same purpose. Contrary to Cao’s sympathetic depiction of the South Vietnamese
mother, though, Slander resents her complicity. Her epithet, a combination of “madam”
and “mother,” suggests that she represents the wrong kind of matriarchy: the head of a
brothel who thirsts for profit. Madamother incarnates South Vietnam’s wartime
connivance, which her daughter vehemently denounces.
This striking racialized desire for Americannesss in this French novel speaks
volumes for the depth of the ignominy the daughter feels for her lost homeland, but with
an ironic twist.100 This fantasy begins when Madamother proudly claims her relationship
with the American while denigrating her husband as “that son of a peasant, that
ignoramus who knew not a word of French, that dreamer who did nothing but draw and
paint, that incompetent who didn’t understand the value of money and brought home a
meager salary, who never played the petty tyrant or the authoritarian first officer” (42–
43). The daughter finds herself in a quandary about what this new paternity means.
Sensing that the burdensome memory of her Vietnamese father has made him “a bird of
prey that was digging its claws into her flesh” (108), the American father—should the
uncle confirm him—offers a new identity, however morally dubious, to this young
woman who fervently wishes to escape her transnational family heritage (4). The
destroyer of Vietnam would could add a boost of masculine strength her obsequious
South Vietnamese nationality. She would be a mixed-race Amerasian, a bona fide
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In her analysis of Lê’s The Three Fates (Les Trois Parques, 1997), Lise-Hélène Smith discerns Lê’s
negative attitude toward the Vietnamese refugees in France: “Lê suggests audaciously that, cast away into a
so-called voluntary exile, the Vietnamese refugees in France treat the deplorable news coming from their
former homeland as culture to fill the void created by displacement. The macabre thus becomes both their
raison d’exil and their raison de vivre. Such relation to the homeland redefined by migration fosters a
repulsive interest in the suffering of one’s fellow human beings. Yet it is used to justify a newfound sense
of fellowship overseas—a fellowship that constantly threatens to disintegrate with the return of more
peaceful times in the native land” (70).
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American daughter, no longer the shameful loser of the Vietnamese civil war. This
transracial Oedipus hex, it needs to be said, blinds her to the reality of Vietnamese
Amerasians, who, according to Robert McKelvey, suffered extreme discrimination and
punishment in Vietnam after the war as reminders of the former occupiers (24). However,
as the enfant terrible of the South Vietnamese–American union, the writer-protagonist
would be transformed into another metaphor of South Vietnam, a product of U.S.
collusion and abandonment. This problematic “construction of the Amerasian child” via
biracial masquerade risks “recuperat[ing] victory for the U.S. by reclaiming the child as
imperial product” (Houston 70). Hence the tragic irony: the disgruntled daughter’s
aversion to her South Vietnamese family pulls her closer—not to North Vietnam—but to
the imperial force of the U.S. The more she distances herself, the more the daughter
grows similar to her own mother. She is South Vietnamese despite herself.101
The writer-protagonist faces a crisis in narrative craft when she struggles to
represent herself and other refugees against dominant aesthetic dictates in France. As the
writer’s personal identity is caught between her penniless, cuckolded Vietnamese father
and her red-blooded American military father, her professional identity wavers between
her editor-friend (l’ami-editeur) Ricin, who advocates aesthetic austerity, and the
Counselor, a television producer who prefers indulgent forms of melodrama. Caught in
this triangle, the writer-protagonist’s familial inquiry maps onto her artistic quest; the two
parallels across two narrative registers intersect at this point. The first parallel between
her Vietnamese and American fathers intertwines with the second one between Ricin and
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Lê’s female protagonist here resonates strongly with Lan Cao’s character Mai in The Lotus and the
Storm analyzed in Chapter Two. Both protagonists strive to leave South Vietnam behind and assimilate into
their host nations, and both fail spectacularly. In Mai’s case, South Vietnamese national spirit manifests as
a split personality in Mai’s body but with her own name (Bao) and agency.
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the Counselor. Ricin starts to resonate with the Vietnamese father in their shared embrace
of alienation, while the Counselor’s masculinist bravado seems to proximate the
American father’s. Both Ricin and the Counselor see the promise of a good story from
the writer, especially with her background as a refugee, but they tug her in opposite
directions. Seeing himself as the “Injured Party” (l’Offensé) (12) in France’s culture
industry, Ricin rails against those he considers “tools of the media” (12) who write to
popular tastes. “He has his clan,” the writer explains, “the clan of those who bleed. He
rules over his clan, beyond which he sees nothing but frivolous, greedy people” (12). The
writer understands that if she enrolls in Ricin’s spartan school, she must accept his diktat:
“Everywhere you go, be like a dog in a china shop. Keep to yourself. Keep on being a
métèque, a swarthy barbarian. Cultivate the margins, work the edges. Make sure you
always have something undesirable in you, something uncongenial, irreducible” (23).
Ricin wants the writer to mine her marginal status as a perpetual métèque (metic)—a
derogatory label for a foreign immigrant in France—for artistic marginalism.102 Ricin’s
aesthetic of disagreeability encourages the writer-narrator to shatter the French middleclass’s fine sensibilities, but it also advocates an extreme solipsism, a social suicide even,
by dehumanizing her as “a dog in a china shop” and a “barbarian”—nothing short of a
trade of human dignity for career advancement. Ricin fetishizes what Lê has called “the
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David Kazanjian’s insight on the Greek origin of the word métèque is instructive here: “Métèque comes
from “the Greek metoikos or metic, literally one who is meta (‘with,’ ‘across,’ ‘after,’ ‘behind,’ or generally
‘changing the place of’) the oikos (the ‘hearth,’ ‘home,’ ‘place of welcoming and hospitality,’ and in
particular a women’s realm). Largely because of the variety of meanings of meta, the metoikos has been
variously and somewhat controversially translated as ‘homechanger,’ ‘one at home with,’ ‘settler from
abroad,’ ‘resident alien,’ and ‘immigrant.’ Whether the metoikos is understood as one who improperly
resides in the oikos ‘with’ those who properly belong there, or as one who is apart from or entirely
disruptive of the oikos itself, the term names a person who is neither a proper part of the state/polis as a
Greek male citizen would have been, nor a proper member of the household/oikos as a Greek woman or a
servant would have been” (371).
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pathos of the swag” (le pathos du balluchon) (You Will Write 329), in which suffering
provides raw material for literary experimentation. What if the writer craves the
extravagance of being a “puppy greedy for success” (23), “a gaudy bird preening its
feathers for a large audience,” or a “vain doll” (24) instead? Ricin’s puritanical stance
bars such creative license, and Slander reveals the limit of the French avant-garde as a
viable outlet for the refugee writer.
If Ricin follows the ivory tower tradition of the Künstlerroman by “exalt[ing] art
above life and insist[ing] that the artist can make use of life only if he stands aloof”
(Beebe 13), the Counselor, as Ricin’s opposite, represents the genre’s sacred fount
tradition, which sees real-life experience as a primary source of artistic inspiration (Beebe
13). A TV producer who, the writer believes, “has no personal opinions” (101), the
Counselor “compares himself to an echo chamber, to the Nuremberg funnel once used to
pour knowledge down children’s throats: the Counselor seeks to become the funnel that
gathers together all the loose opinions fluttering around and force-feeds them to the
public” (101). A powerful master of mainstream culture in France, the Counselor taps the
writer-protagonist to write a TV show about grateful refugees enjoying their liberty in
France. He instructs her as follows: “You’ve indulged in sadness long enough. Put your
corpses away. Write some exercises in jubilation. Stop slandering yourself, slandering
us.” (22, emphasis in original). The Counselor wants to make the writer into “the hack
screenwriter [feuilletoniste, a writer of TV series] of a family secret” (28), one who
peddles her family’s story for fame and fortune. The Counselor’s double imperative for
the writer to “stop slandering” and to start writing tales of happiness would have the
writer-narrator promote refugee gratitude for France’s hospitality. Yet, the host country’s
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hospitality always comes with hostility. Critic Ching Selao argues, “Hospitality of rights
requires laws to maintain the host society’s order, but these laws at the same time take
away the society’s right to call itself hospitable” (“Madness and Writing” 197–98).103
France takes in the refugees while stipulating that they be subject to France’s sovereign
discipline. Mimi Nguyen has similarly observed, in the U.S. context, that the refugee
condition is a “target of disciplinary action” (54), which renders “freedom as a force, one
that can indeed humiliate and exclude and also embrace and inspire” (4). Slander makes
clear that the liberal “gift of freedom” functions in France with as much fury as it does in
the U.S., and in the Counselor’s demand for “jubilation” from this refugee-writer, we see
French society’s desire for what Mimi Nguyen calls “startling spectacles as refugee
thanks spelled out in a kaleidoscopic cascade of blossoms” (4). The writer never follows
the Counselor’s directive and turns down his promise of celebrity. We see in this episode
the hefty price exacted from the refugee writer in exchange for a mainstream audience. In
this metaliterary novel that Lê calls her first, Ricin and the Counselor represent two ends
of the narrative spectrum for the refugee writer, who ought to either hang onto a painful
nihilism that utterly rejects the mainstream or fulfill popular expectations for monetary
gains. This decision necessarily implicates the refugee’s place in the host society, and her
deliberation between disagreeable métèquité and ethnic gratitude wades into thorny
questions about the ethics of France’s cultural politics of refugee rescue and inclusion.
Confronting the narrow strait of editorship and the narrative limit it imposes, the
writer-protagonist attempts but fails to launch her escapist transcendence through a
striking incest fantasy, which, like other kinship forms in diasporic fiction, is rife with
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“L’hospitalité de droit requiert des lois qui maintiennent l’ordre de la société accueillante, mais ces lois
lui retirent du même coup le droit de se dire hospitalière.”

144

national meaning. If the masculinist patriarchy of her fathers and cultural mentors proves
oppressive, her uncle offers a promising and perverse alternative: the novel reveals that
the family made him a pariah because he was romantically involved with his sister in
Vietnam. His niece takes inspiration from this love story for its defiance against the
family whom she loathes and for its remarkable integrity despite the stigma of incest. The
write-protagonist admits:
The uncle is the model—the free man, the man of passion, nobody’s son, born
from his own madness. The uncle whose life was saved then crushed, invented
then destroyed by his love for his sister. I have an image in my head of the uncle
and his sister, pressed against each other. They were afraid of the world and of the
malediction the world threatened them with, but they had no fear of each other
and their love. (72)
Ensconced on “their island of love” (78) away from all worldly concerns, the incestuous
couple show their niece the sublime possibility of a free life begotten out of extreme
deviance. The uncle and aunt are métèques par excellence, and this avuncular-incestual
model entices the writer weary of the falsehood of her paternal line. To be clear, the
writer does not wish to be in an incestuous relationship; rather, she perceives it as an
artistic ideal, pure and “free” from the “malediction” of history and society. Though Lê
does not reveal it in the novel, her depiction of sibling perversity originates from a
national metaphor that she creates in her 1996 non-fiction book You Will Write about
Happiness. In this book, Lê recalls reading a news story in which a twenty-year-old man
from the countryside near Hanoi went to the hospital one day for abdominal pain. The
pain, it turned out, came from the fetal tumor of a twin who had grown within him since

145

his birth (329-30). “I harbor my country the way this young man from the countryside
bore his twin-fetus,” Lê relates. “This is a monstrous connection, one in which the native
land, the twin, so to speak, is incubated and suffocated, recognized and denied, and
finally carried the way one holds a dead infant” (330).104 Lê conceptualizes her tie to
South Vietnam as one of sibling carnal monstrosity—the enfolded twins’ twenty-year age
conveniently matching the lost state’s lifespan; Lê’s macabre metaphor casts a dark
shadow over how Slander’s writer-protagonist glorifies her uncle and aunt’s deviance. I
read Lê’s national metaphor into her novel because their striking resonance helps clarify
Slander’s depiction of incest, which Lê would later repeat in another novel, The Three
Fates. As with her American father fantasy, the writer-protagonist here contradicts
herself when she renounces her national belonging: the uncle’s model provides no escape
from worldly attachments, since it only reiterates the writer-narrator’s South
Vietnameseness. Nonetheless, this new model breaks the mold for nationalist thought as
it turns away from the dominant parental paradigm of nationhood evident in the
governing terms “fatherland” and “motherland”; Slander invites the reader to think of the
nation as a fleshly aberrant sibling instead.
I have thus far shown the endurance of the writer-protagonist’s South Vietnamese
belonging. As we will see, this diasporic nationality remarkably persists alongside the
protagonist’s eagerness to assimilate into the French nation. The test case for the writerprotagonist’s assimilationism takes the shape of a mysterious Vietnamese “man with the
dog” (l’homme au chien) who owns a small shoe repair shop and sporadically stalks the
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“Ma patrie, je la porte comme ce jeune paysan portait le fœtus de son jumeau. C’est un lien monstrueux.
Un lien où le pays natal, le jumeau donc, est couvé et étouffé, reconnu et dénié. Et finalement porté comme
on porte un enfant mort.”
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writer-narrator near her residence. This man so discomfits the young woman that she
mentions him in the letter to her uncle, who in turn uses his niece’s account to gauge her
attitude to France and Vietnam. Her first encounter with the Vietnamese man takes place
in a park, and it irritates her because “the stranger had addressed her in her native
language. More than anything she hated it when compatriots approached her on the
pretext of finding themselves by chance in the same foreign land” (10, emphasis in
original). The compatriot’s anodyne greeting in Vietnamese shores up the writerprotagonist’s birth country, which she has so strenuously disavowed, and so he
unwittingly upsets her scheme. In this scene, we see the obverse of an exile’s expected
glee when she chances upon a compatriot in a foreign land; instead, the writer-protagonist
displays an aversion toward the Vietnamese man because he interpellates her as
involuntarily Vietnamese, a move she interprets as a psychic assault. In second-person
narration, the uncle dissects his niece’s thought: “You make a life for yourself, you purge
your mind, and one day, when you drop your guard, heredity drags you away by the feet
and that’s it for your composed demeanor” (11). The niece has nervously built a French
life for herself by exorcising her Vietnamese identity. Put more frankly, she subscribes to
French assimilationism, in which identity and integration stand in contrast, despite—as
we have seen—France’s impossible demands of austerity and gratitude from her as a
refugee. The Vietnamese cobbler’s appearance makes her fundamentally reexamine her
relations to France and Vietnam—an enormous task for the diasporic psyche.
To pave an exit out of her writer-protagonist’s predicament with both France and
South Vietnam, Lê suggests a treacherous symbolic alliance with the North for the South
Vietnamese diasporic subject. The Vietnamese cobbler with the dog and the racial
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melancholia he incites take on symbolic gravitas because he embodies the Northern threat
in the novel. The man’s Vietnamese hailing fundamentally disarms the writerprotagonist, since, in her uncle’s words, “French has become her only language, her tool,
her weapon. The weapon she uses against her family, against the Country” (4, emphasis
in original). Unbeknownst to him, his friendly gesture brings a national crisis to the
young writer, and a series of dichotomies emerge through this contact. From his
appearance alone, this mysterious man stands as a contrast to the young woman: “The
man was still young, he was wearing black pants and his chest was bare, his shirt thrown
over one shoulder” (10). His working-class masculinity—on proud display with his bare
chest and shirt over the shoulder—differs sharply from her middle-class reticence.
Whereas she works in the highly intellectual realm of the creative art, he labors manually
by mending shoes. Moreover, his attempt at Vietnamese familiarity clashes with her
French-tinged detachment. Nonetheless, a subtle but significant rift between them crudely
lies in his black pants, which hark back to the Viet Cong who brought Saigon to its knees.
After the war, “The men in black, the rats who were hunted and who multiplied in the
forests and then in the city’s sewers, came to power” (46) and led to the exile of the
writer-protagonist and her family in France. The cobbler wears black pants, and he lurks
around the protagonist like a guerrilla fighter ready to pounce at unexpected moments.
The protagonist’s encounter with the furtive man in France plays out a historical
confrontation between a North Vietnamese double and a South Vietnamese exile, and this
dark implication explains the writer-protagonist’s fear and hatred beyond racial
melancholia. The novel ends with the writer-protagonist leaving unopened her uncle’s
reply to her letter; she follows the shoe repairman’s dog, presumably toward its owner
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(151). “I’m leaving,” she mutters (151, italics in original), and her departure hints at a
radical betrayal against her family and against her history as a former South Vietnamese
subject. If, as I mentioned before, artistic transcendence proves to be a poor solution for
this exile-as-artist, she now turns to perfidy to safeguard her autonomy. This diasporic
strategy, slanderous to both France and South Vietnam, deals a blow to the rigid dualities
that constantly hinder the plot: family vs. stranger, Vietnamese vs. French, male vs.
female, intellectual labor vs. manual labor, communist vs. capitalist, betrayal vs. loyalty,
and Northern political life vs. Southern political death.
In the niece’s negative affect, the reader encounters an instance of racial
melancholia, which Anne Anlin Cheng has defined as “a nexus of intertwining affects
and libidinal dynamics—a web of self-affirmation, self-denigration, projection, desire,
identification, and hostility” (17). This internal complex, in other words, meshes the self
and the other, attraction and repulsion, yet its identificatory muddle brings to light the
double loss that constitutes the writer-protagonist’s diasporic-racial imaginary: the
introjected French universalism proves unattainable while South Vietnam no longer
exists. This two-time melancholia translates into a forked resentment directed both at the
two Frenchmen, Ricin and the Counselor—as we have seen—and this time at the wellmeaning Vietnamese stranger as well. The uncle’s diagnosis makes clear that his niece’s
hypochondriac allergy—to echo Cheng’s psychoanalytic terminology—of the
Vietnamese cobbler has to do less with the man himself and more with how she assesses
her own incorporation into French society. “The most successful prospect of social
integration,” Cheng writes, “may be just to be in the game at all: the point is not even to
become the ideal other, but to be able to act against the paralysis of alienation, in the
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interest of becoming comparable with that ideality” (81, emphasis in original). Through a
violent mimicry, the writer-protagonist approximates Frenchness by acting out France’s
exclusionary posture toward this other métèques, “the foreigner within” (Cheng 10),
while denigrating both herself and her compatriot. In the man with the dog, Slander
presents an enormous identity challenge to the writer-protagonist. In fact, this silently
explosive encounter drives the writer-protagonist to write to her uncle and thus begin the
novel’s plot (Lê, Slander 10). Her attitude toward this shoe repairman measures the
anxious development of her national thought.
The novel’s struggle to demarcate a space for diasporic consciousness somewhere
between French assimilationism and South Vietnam’s haunting presence illustrates Lê’s
larger intervention in literary theory. In a critical essay, Lê inaugurates what she calls
“displaced literature” (littérature déplacée), which she imbues with three meanings. First,
this is “[a] literature that nourishes in itself an enemy double that disavows it, that
ceaselessly throws into question its legitimacy” (You Will Write 330).105 Meaning,
displaced literature constitutes itself with a lack of certitude, an identity crisis, which
leads to its second meaning indicated in its name: this is a literature that “does not find its
place […] like an adventive plant, neither here nor there” (330).106 This ill-grafted literary
plant does not wilt and die, however; it “seeks to break with the authority of the country
left behind, of the borrowed tongue, of the literary tradition in which it has no place”
(330).107 Displaced literature thus harbors a disruptive attitude toward both the homeland
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“Une littérature qui nourrit en son sein un double, un ennemi qui le désavoue, qui met sans cesse en
cause sa légitimité.”
106
“ne trouve pas sa place […] comme une plante adventive. Ni d’ailleurs ni d’ici.”
107
“cherche à rompre avec l’autorité. L’autorité du pays quitté. L’autorité de la langue empruntée.
L’autorité de la tradition littéraire dans laquelle aucune place ne lui est réservée.”
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and the host country, both its mother tongue and its borrowed tongue. The third meaning
of displaced literature relates to the word déplacé in French, meaning both “displaced”
and “inappropriate.” Displaced literature stakes itself on being indelicate, shocking, and
nonconforming. These three qualities of “displaced literature” distinguish Lê’s work from
the longer tradition of Vietnamese Francophone literature. As Jack Yeager observes,
“Those who have faith in the precision and clarity of the French language would realize
that writers such as Lê pose a strong challenge to its ability to classify, compartmentalize,
and identify according to national or ethnic criteria” (“Culture” 263). Lê’s categorical
trouble manifests in two ways. First, unlike “[s]everal generations of Vietnamese writers”
who “have attempted to make their place in a French literary tradition […] by
emphasizing the importance of Vietnamese culture and history” while “paying attention
to classical style” (Yeager, “Culture” 263), Lê has no desire to represent Vietnam in
Orientalist terms to French readers, much less to uphold the classical realist style.
Second, Lê’s displaced literature does not fit in “the same linguistic community defined
by Senghor in terms of francophonie and francité, as French language and civilization”
(Yeager, “Culture” 264) because Lê’s métèquité sits outside of the proper limits of
France. Meanwhile, it remains unclear if Francophonie includes a nonextant country like
South Vietnam.108 Like the writer-protagonist with her overlaid plights of paternity and
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Displaced literature’s marginality becomes more pronounced when one examines how it squares with
the recent movement for “world literature in French” (littérature-monde en français). On March 16, 2007,
forty-four writers co-signed and published a manifesto entitled “Toward a ‘World Literature’ in French”
(Pour une “littérature-monde” en français) in Le Monde. Arguing that against the centrality of the
hegemony of hexagonal France, the signatories declare, “The center, from which supposedly radiated a
franco-French literature, is no longer the center. […] [T]he center […] is henceforth everywhere, at the four
corners of the world. The result? The end of ‘francophone’ literature—and the birth of a world literature in
French” (113). Lê’s brand of displaced literature, which emphatically rejects any anchorage in the nationstate, faces “world literature” uneasily: though the manifesto wishes to see “language freed from the
exclusive pact with the nation” (116), the “world” in this proposal does not entirely shake off the nationstate, and its center-periphery concern does not appeal to displaced literature, which Lê poses less in the
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national belonging, Slander as an example of displaced literature continues to challenge
critics thanks to its ill-fit, which, I argue, reveals the potentiality of diaspora as an
alternative site for theorizing matters of the nation-state.
WRITING AND READING A BASTARD NATION IN VIET NGUYEN’S THE SYMPATHIZER
Viet Thanh Nguyen came to the U.S. as a refugee from South Vietnam at the age
of four in the spring of 1975, passing through U.S. military bases in the Philippines,
Guam, and Pennsylvania (Viet Nguyen, The Displaced 13). He and his family lived in
Harrisburg, Pennsylvania before relocating to San José, California in 1978 (Viet Nguyen,
The Displaced 14). Nguyen subsequently earned both his undergraduate and doctoral
degrees in literary and ethnic studies from the University of California, Berkeley. He
became a highly esteemed professor at the University of Southern California, and his
academic background fueled not only his critical work but also his creative endeavors,
resulting in the 2015 publication of his first novel The Sympathizer. The book proved an
instant success, and Nguyen enjoyed a meteoric rise in the American literary world with
the 2016 Pulitzer Prize for Fiction, followed by the 2017 MacArthur “Genius” Grant. He
has become one of the most visible public intellectuals in the U.S. with frequent
contributions to The New York Times as well as a television appearance on NBC’s Late

periphery and more as a negative space. Lydie Moudileno’s warning resonates particularly well: “The
valorization of mobility has the paradoxical potential of transforming an opening-up gesture into an
exclusionary one, by which the explosion of the Parisian centre ultimately consolidates the marginal status
of the cultural spheres already at the margins of the monde” (119). World literature, with all its good
intention, cannot incorporate diaspora as one such cultural sphere. Along this line of critique, Hargreaves et
al. write, “The manifesto may decry the persistence of colonial mentalities, but its call is for the creation of
an egalitarian (and utopian) world literature in French, and not for a more finely tuned historical and
political engagement with the legacies of imperialism” (3). In its incompatibility with the French variety of
world literature, Lê’s displaced literature reminds us of the difficult legacy of the Vietnam War in the
French discourse.
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Night with Seth Meyers in February 2017. By every measure, Nguyen is the most
prominent diasporic Vietnamese author today.
In Nothing Ever Dies, Nguyen’s 2016 book of anecdotes on the ethics and
aesthetics of war memory, the author recalls a formative scene of reckoning that would
underlie his work decades later. “My realization of my racialization, the first sting of a
nervous condition untreatable by any type of medicine or surgery, except for the
mnemonic kind, arrived early in my adolescence,” Nguyen writes about the traumatizing
depiction of American soldiers gang raping a Vietnamese prostitute in Larry
Heinemann’s Close Quarters (1977) and another scene of GIs massacring civilians in
Francis Ford Coppola’s Apocalyspe Now (1979). These scenes interpellated the young
Nguyen into the dominant Vietnam War representational order, in which the U.S. soldiers
take the center stage as they maim and kill Vietnamese people. Nguyen reflects, “I saw
myself, but as the other, the Gook, and that, I knew, was how others might be seeing me”
(65). No surprise, then, that Nguyen’s racial consciousness would drive his education in
ethnic studies at Berkeley; however, the result was not another expected argument for
ethnic solidarity against capitalist racism. His first academic book, Race and Resistance
(2002), takes issue with how Asian America as a racial coalition “practic[es] hierarchy
when it comes to dealing with various Asian ethnic groups with conflicting interests”
(15). The field of Asian American studies at the time was dominated by intellectuals from
Japanese and Chinese American backgrounds (11). When it appeared, Race and
Resistance was one of the few studies to include Vietnamese American cultural politics
within the Asian American framework.109 This inclusion, however, requires a critical
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By 2002, the only other single-author monograph that studied Vietnamese American literature was
Leslie Bow’s Betrayal and Other Acts of Subversion: Feminism, Sexual Politics, Asian American Women’s
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revision of the field itself. Asian Americanists, Nguyen argue, judge actions of Asian
Americans “through the lenses of either resistance or accommodation” (15), privileging
the former while relegating the latter to the margin. This research approach creates a rift
between the complexities of Asian American life and activism-prone Asian American
intellectual work. Instead, Nguyen calls on Asian Americanists to appreciate the
“ideologically unpredictable” history of Asian America “rife as it is with explicit
examples of ethnic and panethnic entrepreneurship and the deployment of flexible
strategies that resist easy categorization into either resistance or accommodation” (19).
By challenging Asian America’s resistance model, Nguyen also makes room for
diasporic South Vietnamese particularities in U.S. multiculturalism. As Josephine Park
notes, the antiwar movement of the Vietnam era inspired the activist scholars who created
the field of Asian American studies (15). This antiwar resistance at Asian America’s
foundation flounders when it encounters anticommunist Vietnamese Americans, many of
whom hold dear their alliance to the U.S. war effort. Race and Resistance intervenes
precisely in this intractable mismatch of Asian American attitudes toward U.S. liberal
inclusion. In effect, the text both affirms Asian America as a crucial site of anti-racism
and makes it more capacious as a portal through which South Vietnamese narratives can
enter U.S. consciousness.
Nguyen’s early scholarly work, now overshadowed by his novel and later
publications, has largely succeeded: it in part paved the path for The Sympathizer’s
arrival in both the Asian American and the larger U.S. literary canons with overwhelming

Literature (Princeton UP, 2001). Two edited collections included essays on Vietnamese American
literature at the time: Reading the Literatures of Asian America, edited by Shirley Geok-lin Lim and Amy
Ling (Temple UP, 1992), and An Interethnic Companion to Asian American Literature, edited by KingKok Cheung (Cambridge UP, 1997).
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consensus. The book received high praise from critics. Novelist and literary critic Randy
Boyagoda in his Guardian review discerned in Nguyen’s book a generative promiscuity
of genre: “The Sympathizer can be read as a spy novel, a war novel, an immigrant novel,
a novel of ideas, a political novel, a campus novel, a novel about the movies, and a novel,
yes, about other novels.”110 Philip Caputo, a noted Vietnam War veteran-turned-writer,
remarked in The New York Times that the novel “fills a void in the literature, giving voice
to the previously voiceless while it compels the rest of us to look at the events of 40 years
ago in a new light.” A major contribution to the vast Vietnam War library, The
Sympathizer takes the first-person narration of an unnamed half-French half-Vietnamese
communist spy who infiltrates the South Vietnamese government in the early 1970s.
Upon Saigon’s collapse, he receives an order from the communist high command to take
on the role of a refugee and follow the exile of the head of South Vietnam’s National
Police, known in the novel as the General, to California, where the narrator witnesses and
experiences refugee life in the U.S. with its myriad difficulties and humiliations,
quotidian and existential. His temporary peace then swiftly deteriorates when he
reluctantly joins a group of diasporic revanchists who attempt to sneak back into Vietnam
from Thailand to retake their homeland by force. The communists capture him in this
failed coup d’état and send him to a reeducation camp. Here the distrusted undercover
agent must endure physical torture and demonstrate his successful ideological inculcation
by working on his confession until it satisfies the communist Commandant. In a final plot
twist, the narrator escapes the camp with his confessional manuscript—the account in the
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Timothy August argues that Nguyen’s spy fiction allows the author to “perform a work of espionage
himself, gaining access to a wide audience by publically [sic] presenting himself as ‘just’ a prize-winning
author while clandestinely still doing the work of an ethnic studies professor and educator” (63).
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reader’s hands—and begins his second exile as a “real” refugee on a boat. The following
analysis probes three ways The Sympathizer advances a diasporic critique. First, the
narrator’s biraciality—métissage, more accurately—and cultural hybridity, both of which
mark his irreducible otherness, strenuously test sovereignty forms of colonial Indochina
and postwar Vietnam. Second, the text’s plot and style also draw parallels across the line
of enmity between communist Vietnam and the U.S. by showing the adverse
representations that the diasporic South Vietnamese subject must brave in both contexts.
Finally, the novel imagines a new refugee globality at the dusk of the nation-state.
As the pariah protagonist becomes a floating subject looking for a postcolonial
home, his métissage instantiates the obverse racial attitudes between French colonialism
and Vietnam’s postcolonial nationalism. The narrator comes from an illicit union
between a French pedophiliac priest and a thirteen-year-old Vietnamese girl (197). The
Frenchman bastardizes his child by refusing to acknowledge him (259). The narrator’s
existence thus exemplifies illegitimacy three times over: the priest’s broken vow of
celibacy, pedophilia, and the commingling of the colonizer and colonized. A larger
importance in the narrator’s biraciality emerges when one considers it in the historical
context of France’s treatment of métissage during the colonial era. Emmanuelle Saada
has comprehensively detailed how the colonial regime, especially in Indochina, tried to
incorporate the métis into the empire by giving them French citizenship. The colonial
administration saw these mixed-race subjects as potential go-betweens between natives
and colonizers. Formally recognized as French, they would constitute the juste milieu, the
balancing medium, tasked with stabilizing the colonial order (Saada 227). More tellingly,
“One of the principle objectives of the effort to ‘reclassify’ métis via the law was to
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prevent the formation of an intermediate class resentful of the colonial project. This
objective was largely achieved: […] métis who became citizens presented themselves as
the ideal agents of French colonization” (Saada 224). Thanks to this inclusive “one drop
rule”—the opposite of its American counterpart—when Vietnam transitioned out of
colonial rule in 1954, the métis had the privilege of “repatriating” to France as French
citizens (Saada 218). Saada suggests that the métis disappeared with decolonization (8),
thanks to France’s comprehensive management of this population. The Sympathizer,
however, holds that conclusion in check by presenting a métis protagonist who falls
through the cracks of French colonial law into the new independence era. If the métis of
the old empire were privileged subjects compared to the natives, now the mixed-race
protagonist undergoes a new racialization, as an eleven-year-old child brutally throws this
new racial reality at him one day: “He’s like what happens when a cat and a dog do that”
(200). From a colonial cadre to “neither dog nor cat, neither human nor animal” (Viet
Nguyen, The Sympathizer 200), a métis has no recognition in the postcolonial age; the
disappearance that Saada suggests may indicate not so much relocation to France but
social death in Vietnam. The protagonist’s métissage reveals the xenophobic underside of
decolonial nationalism, and the métis himself becomes an unmoored subject in search of
a form of Vietnamese governance that would legitimize him.
The Sympathizer parlays its protagonist’s alienation into an unsavory national
symbol of disunion in contrast to the wartime rhetoric of unification. In 1954, the narrator
goes south across the seventeenth parallel as a nine-year-old child with his mother (4).
This fact implies that he was born in 1945, the year of Ho Chi Minh’s declaration of
Vietnamese independence. The overlaying of the protagonist’s and his country’s births
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sets him up as a representative of postcolonial Vietnam, a title that the biracial narrator
claims for himself: “Our country itself was cursed, bastardized, partitioned into north and
south. […] [J]ust as my abused generation was divided before birth, so was I divided on
birth, delivered into a postpartum world where hardly anyone accepted me for who I was,
but only ever bullied me into choosing between my two sides” (347). By a rhetorical
sleight, the colonial–postcolonial axis of his identity coordinates has morphed into the
North–South axis. This reorientation only makes sense if one sees the protagonist as
embodying Vietnam itself through history: divided by the French into “an unholy trinity
of north, center, and south” as colonial protectorates before being once more “turned over
to the great powers of capitalism and communism for a further bisection, then given roles
as the clashing armies of a Cold War chess match” (347). The only unity here resides in
the body of the social reject with his racial, cultural, and political ambiguity. In this
national symbol, Nguyen allows his protagonist to take a capacious view of the country
in the longue durée and bypass its historical divisions by incorporating them into
himself.111 The Sympathizer delivers a profound message: one best tells the story of the
nation not through its heroes but through its outcasts. This pedagogical insight about the
nation-state, I should emphasize, comes from a diasporic theoretical space. More broadly
speaking, insofar as diasporic South Vietnamese were outcasts to the Socialist Republic
of Vietnam, they—in contradistinction to new state’s citizens—would occupy the prime
position to narrate the governing state. In this sense, Nguyen, a refugee writer, offers The
Sympathizer as an example of what he teaches.
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Nguyen symbolically individuates the nation and thereby distinguishes The Sympathizer from other
diasporic Vietnamese novels, which—as we have seen in Lê’s Slander among other texts—primarily
employ the metaphor of the family to explore national ties.
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Beyond homeland politics, this diasporic novel also intervenes in its host state’s
reductive antiwar legacy by implicating the assumed American reader in the role of the
communist authoritarian. This point requires an examination of the novel’s structure. The
novel deploys two narrative registers. The first-level narrative, the frame tale, takes place
in a reeducation camp where the communist Commandant forces the protagonist to write
a confession that will meet his criteria of successful ideological reeducation. The
protagonist has to write multiple drafts, with each deemed a failure by the Commandant.
The second-level narrative is the confession itself in which the narrator tells the story of
his life, his various involvements and travels, ending with the circumstances of his
captivity. The two narrative levels thus fold back on each other. The reader understands
that the protagonist ingratiates himself with the Commandant in order to earn his
freedom. Yet, when the narrator uses the pronoun “you” in direct address—as in, “I
suspect, my dear Commandant, that this confession is not what you are most likely used
to reading” (70)—the reader cannot help but occupy the position of the narrative police.
The text’s interpellative slippage places the reader in an ethical predicament: they ought
to reflect on their consumption of this diasporic fiction and, by the extension, their
responsibility for the war’s legacy. The sympathetic tie between left-leaning, antiwar
Americans and Vietnamese communist revolutionaries underpinned various social
movements of the 1960s (Shu and Pease 1). The novel, however, severs this historical
transnational tie.112 The intolerant Commandant, who orders the torture of the narrator,
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Indeed, many supporters of the Vietnamese revolutionaries during the war became utterly disillusioned
when they learned of the violence Hanoi committed against former South Vietnamese citizens. A group of
socialist critics in France in 1983 penned a joint statement that reads, “Facing the power of this bureaucracy
and the corruption that gnaws at it, seeing the hemorrhage of competence that exhausts this land, we
wonder about what this regime, which causes people to flee while it claims to make them happy, really is”
(Face au pouvoir de la bureaucratie et à la corruption qui la ronge, face à l’hémorragie des compétences
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should inspire only abhorrence from a sensible reader. The novel, in effect, gives the
reader no good choice but to disidentify from the communist tyrant. The novel’s doubletongued second-person address exerts a constant push and pull on the assumed American
reader, who must bear the double consciousness of having to identify with and turn away
from the Commandant.113 Elsewhere, Nguyen has critiqued the tendency of past antiwar
sentiment to “keep[] others in their (innocent) place” while “keep[ing] the (guilty) West’s
upper hand above the (pitiful) Rest” (Nothing Ever Dies 76). This leftist “selfflagellation” (Nothing Ever Dies 77) risks purifying the former communist enemy into a
perfect victim incapable of unjust violence, an illusion that the postwar refugees who fled
from communist atrocities would seek to dispel. The Sympathizer’s critical double-cut
symptomatizes diasporic fiction as a conceptual third space to critique both the U.S. and
Vietnam. Put differently, the South Vietnamese national spirit rears its head to assert its
stance against both the U.S. and communist Vietnam through this recently canonized
American novel.
The protagonist’s struggles with style carry great importance in the novel, since
style serves as a touchstone of diasporic autonomy within the strictures of representation
in the U.S. and Vietnam. The question of style prominently features in two scenes, the
first of which takes place in the frame tale surrounding the production of the confession
and the second on the set of the Vietnam War epic film. The confession genre, the novel
makes clear, relentlessly disciplines the protagonist by holding the Commandant’s

qui épuise cette terre, nous nous interrogeons sur ce que peut être un régime qui fait fuir ceux qu’il prétend
rendre heureux) (Boudarel et al.).
113
A Vietnamese translation of The Sympathizer has not materialized. One may speculate that the
Vietnamese state finds the text menacing for its potential to disrupt the country’s governing ideology if the
Vietnamese reader were to identify with and disidentify from the Commandant.
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satisfaction as the condition for his exoneration and liberation. According to Michel
Foucault, “The confession is a ritual […] that unfolds within a power relationship, for one
does not confess without the presence (or virtual presence) of a partner who is not simply
the interlocutor but the authority who requires the confession, prescribes and appreciates
it, and intervenes in order to judge, punish, forgive, console, and reconcile” (61–62). As
“a form of knowledge-power” (Foucault 58), the “truth” attributed to the confession does
not unilaterally come from the writing subject; it results from an unequal collaboration
with the authority and a necessary affirmation of the dominant order. Since the
Commandant already presets the confession’s form and content, the protagonist seizes on
style as his mode of defiance. As he claims, “If I am to be condemned—if I am already
condemned, as I suspect—then I will do no less than explain myself, in a style of my own
choosing, regardless of how you might consider my actions” (70). Because state power,
through the confessional dynamic, believes itself able to contain and manage the
transgressions named in the confession, style marks the frontier of the confessor’s
submission. The protagonist refuses to kneel at this very threshold, and his defiance
throws the whole project—and the Commandant’s power—in doubt. His stylistic agency
reveals the bad faith of the production signed vi coactus next to his name. The
commissar, the Commandant’s subordinate and the second reader of confession, detects
the danger of the protagonist’s scheme: “You claim to be a revolutionary, but your story
betrays you, or rather, you betray yourself” (320). Nguyen in this instance makes use of
the double meaning of the verb “to betray”: “to fail or desert especially in time of need”
and “to show” (“betray”). In his stylistic nonconformity, the protagonist fails himself, but
he also shows his true self. Self-betrayal allows self-representation in this case. By
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pointing out the protagonist’s “fake” communist belief, the commissar’s condemnation
also discovers the protagonist as a noncommunist all this time. At this point, the reader
may then see the confession as a South Vietnamese spy’s report on the communist
regime—a reversal of the role he claims to play from the novel’s beginning. This literary
about-face, I suggest, inscribes a diasporic style.
The second instance of style’s importance occurs on the set of a Vietnam War
film named The Hamlet,114 where the narrator works as a cultural consultant for a famed
filmmaker known only by his sobriquet, the Auteur. As part of the American production
team based in Luzon, the Philippines, the narrator believes, wrongly, that he can “help
shape how Asians look in the movies” (147). He soon learns, to his dismay, that he can
do very little to subvert this “epic about white men saving good yellow people from bad
yellow people” (129). Powerless, the narrator walks among a make-believe graveyard
constructed in the expensive filmset that makes Luzon look like a Vietnamese village.
Putting his mother’s picture on a fake headstone at the site, the narrator begins to mourn
the woman who died in Vietnam earlier in the novel while her son luxuriated as a student
at Occidental College. He tells himself, “At least in this cinematic life she would have a
resting place fit for a mandarin’s wife, an ersatz but perhaps fitting grave for a woman
who was never more than an extra to anyone but me” (149). The narrator transforms the
Auteur’s film prop into a ritual object by investing his filial affect in it, the same way his
written account immortalizes a subaltern Vietnamese woman who would otherwise
disappear completely from history. Just as he claims autonomy of style in his confession,
here he stylistically appropriates an American simulacrum as a bona fide sepulcher. In
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Nguyen admits that his scathing critique of The Hamlet aims squarely at Apocalypse Now, and the novel
gives him a chance to take his “revenge on Hollywood” (Viet Nguyen, “Author Viet Thanh Nguyen”).
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both instances, the narrator’s diasporic style proves repugnant to the powers-that-be who
in turn exact a heavy fine from him: the Commandant electrocutes him for his writing
style (330), and the Auteur sets off the bombs on the filmset intended for a later battle
scene and almost kills the narrator while he kneels before the headstone (174). The
narrator wagers his own life in games of style with both the Vietnamese and American
commandants. Style, then, is a diasporic weapon—used at one’s own risk—against the
representational orders of authoritarian Vietnam and racist America. Whereas Vietnam
and the U.S. lay claim to the form of the nation-state and the content of national
narratives, the diasporic subject holds the spirit of style in the transnational “memory
wars” (Viet Nguyen, Nothing Ever Dies 33).
The refugees in The Sympathizer face a new process of subject formation upon
their arrival in the U.S. where they maneuver and rearticulate their fraught homeland
attachment through the language of U.S. ethnic inclusion. Diasporic South Vietnamese
subjects broadly figure in public representations as both refugees and new ethnic
immigrants to be incorporated. As such, they hold two opposite temporalities at the same
time: looking back to their lost homeland while looking forward to future prosperity in
multicultural America. The Sympathizer captures the diasporic subject’s Janus-faced
existence in a minor though impressive character whom the narrator dubs “our diasporic
poet laureate” (228). Hear the bard’s exaltation of America to his community:
Although some say that America is a welfare state, in actuality it is a dream state.
Here, we can dream of anything, can’t we, ladies and gentlemen? I will tell you
what my American Dream is. […] My American Dream is to see once more,
before I die, the land where I was born. […] My American Dream is to return
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home so I can light incense at the tomb of my grandparents, to roam that beautiful
country of ours when it is at last peaceful and the sound of guns cannot be heard
over the shouts of joy. […] That is my American Dream […] that no matter the
clothes I wear or the food I eat or the language I speak, my heart will be
unchanged. (227–28)
The terms of this speech directly contradict the national ethos of the U.S. Rather than
showing enthusiasm for progress and betterment for himself and his children in the land
of opportunity, the poet wants to “return” and to “see once more” the country he has left.
Moreover, he wishes for his heart to stay attached to “that beautiful country”—not this
one—so that it will anchor him in the sea change in the U.S. The host country may alter
his appearance, cuisine, and even tongue, but it will not win his heart and mind, neither
during the war nor afterward. The diasporic poet radically revises the American Dream,
one of U.S. nationalism’s most potent technologies. In doing so, he defamiliarizes this
quintessential American ideal and transports the American reader from his or her national
domain to the diasporic dreamscape, where the speaker can neither become American
without his homeland nor can he embrace his Vietnam without America. This diasporic
sentiment jars against Kandice Chuh’s suggestion that “Asian Americanists conceptually
disown ‘America,’ the ideal, to further the work of creating home as a space relieved of
states of domination” (124). Because “America” is constituted by genocide, slavery,
racism, and other forms of imperial violence, Chuh argues, critics should theorize a
“national belongingness” without it (125). The Sympathizer, however, does not disown
the U.S. so much as it tries to own the country in a different way. Since the refugees do
not have the recourse to “the freedom to disown,” which ultimately depends on the
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privilege of having already possessed of the nation-as-home (Chuh 125), it makes sense
for this population who have recently lost their homeland not to disavow their new home
so hastily.115
The same way The Sympathizer distorts an American ideal, the text also subverts
Vietnam’s national ethos by reconceptualizing “revolution” from the refugee’s
perspective. Hanoi has claimed the communist revolution, with its anti-French and antiAmerican victories, in the North’s supreme mandate over the country from 1945 to the
present day. The narrator profanes communist Vietnam’s absolute faith in its
revolutionary history after he experiences near-death torture at the reeducation camp:
I understood, at last, how our revolution had gone from being the vanguard of
political change to the rearguard hoarding power. In this transformation, we were
not unusual. Hadn’t the French and Americans done exactly the same? Once
revolutionaries themselves, they had become imperialists, colonizing and
occupying our defiant little land, taking away our freedom in the name of saving
us. […] We, too, could abuse grand ideals! (360)
The narrator scandalously equates Vietnam to its former Western enemies and suggests
that it, too, has become imperialist in its treatment of Southerners. The communists in
power have debased their own revolutionary principles and ushered in a postcolonial
nightmare. By stringing together the French, American, and Vietnamese revolutionaries
into a global history of corruption, The Sympathizer questions the foundation of the
modern nation-state itself and how vulnerable it is to power abuse. As Nguyen writes in
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Echoing the sentiment in his novel, Nguyen writes in Nothing Ever Dies: “At least the United States
gave the southern Vietnamese who fled as refugees to American shores the limited opportunity of telling
their immigrant story and, by so doing, inserting themselves into the American Dream. The Vietnamese
government only offered them reeducation camps, new economic zones, and erasure from memory” (9).
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Nothing Ever Dies, “Communism tainted revolution for most Vietnamese Americans, and
revolution is already a different topic for them to raise in America, which accepts only
one revolution, its own, now safely fossilized” (205). The refugees from South Vietnam
bear witness to the bigotry of revolutionary nationalism twice over: first in Vietnam and
then in self-absorbing America. By saying that “we”—meaning here the communists—
are not unusual in political depravity, the narrator also challenges French and American
exceptionalisms. No nation-state, First or Third World, has ever emerged without
drawing a fatal line between those it seeks to include and those on the other side of it.
In the end, the narrator advances a new idea for a revolution with the refugee at its
center. With an act of mercy from the commissar, who also happens to be the narrator’s
sworn brother Man, the narrator finds passage out of Vietnam as a boat person (359). On
the vessel along with other “reluctant mariners” (366), the narrator leaves behind the
confessional mode of narration and crafts instead “a tentative manifest” (366):
Collectively we will be called the boat people. […] But we are not primitives, and
we are not to be pitied. If and when we reach safe harbor, it will hardly be a
surprise if we, in turn, turn our backs on the unwanted, human nature being what
we know of it. Yet we are not cynical. […] We still consider ourselves
revolutionary. We remain that most hopeful of creatures, a revolutionary in search
of a revolution, although we will not dispute being called a dreamer doped by an
illusion. (366)
A more ambivalent manifesto would be hard to find. In this rallying cry saddled with
caution, the narrator tries to imagine the refugee as a revolutionary, but the calculus
behind this depiction boggles the mind. The refugees are revolutionary without a
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revolution; they are revolutionary before the fact. They are human, “not primitives,” but
only because they share with their victimizers the tendency to reject “the unwanted,” to
inflict the same violence that they have endured on others. They look to a hopeful
horizon, keenly aware that it may be only a mirage. “We lie in wait for the right moment
and the just cause, which, at this moment, is simply wanting to live,” the narrator adds
(367). The refugee revolutionary offers only potential while the revolution itself hides in
the twilight. Nguyen’s insight from Nothing Ever Dies sheds better light on this point:
“While some Vietnamese American literature reminds Americans that the Vietnamese
have been victims, most of it has given up on revolution, which is one of the most
important ways of transcending victimization” (205). The Sympathizer’s first and
foremost goal may be to show refugees as agents of a new future who are “not to be
pitied,” but what their agency will bring lies beyond the historical realist parameter of the
novel. The text seems unable to move beyond mere survival—“We will live!” so it ends
(367, emphasis in original)—but, I suggest, its desire quakes underground: the revolution
lies in the end of the nation-state paradigm, out of our contemporary thought. An
intervention in nation-state theory, The Sympathizer dares its reader to imagine what kind
of world refugees can make.
In the cover story of the November 26, 2018 issue of Time Magazine, Nguyen
declares his love for his adopted country. Entitled “American Like Me,” the article battles
the “love it or leave it” tribalist rhetoric—i.e. if someone does not love America with all
its sins, they should exile themselves—often brandished to stop dissent. As a refugee who
has deliberately Americanized himself, Nguyen says he loves America’s “principles.
Democracy, equality, justice, hope, peace and especially freedom, the freedom to write
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and to think whatever I want, even if my freedoms and the beauty of those principles
have all been nurtured by the blood of genocide, slavery, conquest, colonization, imperial
war, forever war” (34). Indeed, the refugee’s bittersweet love letter to America puts his
Whitmanesque, all-encompassing heart on display, since his affection is for “All of that is
America, our beautiful and brutal America” (34); as he loves America despite its worst,
he can speak about how good it should be. Nguyen’s enchanting patriotism sugars the
hard pills of his poignant critiques, no doubt, but his national ardor also endures—
perhaps, results from—the social and historical strain of having experienced refugeehood.
Nguyen’s sentiment here bears a strong resemblance to that of The Sympathizer’s poet
laureate. Both men affirm America, its Dream and principles, while critically reassessing
it. In his fiction and nonfiction, Nguyen achieves a delicate balance of punching antiracist criticism, witty humor, and emotive empathy—a difficult combination that allows
him to advance deep ambivalences not always favored by more activist-leaning cultural
critics. In this sense, Nguyen commits to the defiant style that his protagonist has to learn
at a great cost. The author’s choice of a métis protagonist marks a dexterous strategy of
representation that at once engages with American sensitivity over racial issues and
exposes Vietnam’s postcolonial injustice. The Sympathizer stands apart from other
diasporic South Vietnamese novels—even while continuing their tradition—thanks to its
swift ascendance into the American literary patrimony; yet, South Vietnam’s historical
particularities, either neglected or ill-understood, lie at the heart of this novel through
which they finally find their way into mainstream U.S. culture.
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REFUGEE REFUSALS
Lê and Nguyen, two diasporic writers from South Vietnam, have successfully
reached the upper echelons of their host countries’ literary patrimonies with vastly
divergent writerly wiles. While Nguyen trumpets his refugeehood—“I insist on being a
called a refugee,” he says (The Displaced 11)—Lê has never uttered the word “refugee”
(réfugiée) to describe herself. Both Lê’s Slander and Nguyen’s The Sympathizer use
biraciality as a critical lens that presents complex national sentiments: on the one hand,
the French novel fantasizes about an American father who would lift the narrator out of
her complicated South Vietnamese legacy of war loss; the American novel, on the other
hand, introduces a half-French half-Vietnamese métis protagonist who testifies about
postcolonial Vietnam’s atrocities. The two texts also carefully track French and U.S.
aesthetic spectrums of diasporic self-expression. Slander’s writer narrator must walk the
fine line between avant-garde nihilism and denigrating popular culture; the narrator in
The Sympathizer finds himself honing his own style within the austere representational
orders of authoritarian Vietnam and the U.S. military-industrial complex. The novels’
resolutions also signal their contextually conditioned literary politics. The writerprotagonist in Slander gestures at a betrayal against community by pitching a symbolic
alliance with a Viet Cong figure, all in the service of her own solipsistic autonomy apart
from South Vietnamese diaspora. The Sympathizer’s protagonist, however, imagines a
new community of revolutionary refugees who beckon the end of the nomos of the
nation-state. These opposing tactics, I suggest, reveal the gulf between French republican
universalism and American multiculturalism. Lê’s character has no recourse to an ethnic
identity-inflected literary tradition; her attempt transcendence thus takes the form of a
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lone path to solitude.116 Across the Atlantic, Nguyen and his protagonist belong to a
fruitful tradition of Asian American anti-hegemonic criticism; nevertheless, Nguyen must
make room for South Vietnamese particularities in Asian America, starting with its
foundation alignment with the communist National Liberation Front. All their differences
aside, as this chapter’s epigraphs evince, both writers belabor in their work to envision
alternative forms of national attachment beyond their host countries’ frameworks.
Pivoting on their fraught South Vietnamese identities, Lê and Nguyen wrestle
with the politics of refugee resettlement and ethnic inclusion in France and the U.S. The
chapter thereby troubles the neat transition from refugeehood to ethnic citizenship, two
formations often considered as part of a telos: as the host states take in the refugees and
grant them legal recognition in the form of naturalized citizenship, the refugees exit their
refugeehood and share in equal sovereignty with other French and U.S. citizens. This
dominant narrative affirms the host countries’ benevolent largesse, ignores the violent
racialization imposed on the refugees, and suppresses their allegiance to a land elsewhere.
In the case of France and the U.S., the grand narrative of rescue also conveniently
alleviates the historical weight of French colonialism and catastrophic American
militarism in Asia. This discursive matrix with its high historical and political stakes
conditions Lê’s and Nguyen’s novelistic experiments, which, in their own ways,
painstakingly cling to the narrow interstice between refugeehood and citizenship as a
prodigious terrain of critical creativity.
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Another clear example of Lêesque solipsism comes from Dead Letter (Lettre morte, 1999), Lê’s semiautobiographical text: “I would have let myself disintegrate until I was nothing more than a splinter of an
atom, a little point in space, a comma in time. I would have had no other thought other than that of
disappearing forever, drowned in solitude and foolishness. (Je me serais laissé désintégrer jusqu’à n’être
plus qu’un éclat d’atome, un petit point dans l’espace, une virgule dans le temps. Je n’aurais plus eu
d’autre pensée que celle de disparaître à jamais, noyée dans la solitude et la déraison)” (82).
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CHAPTER 4
LIBERATION, LIBERALIZATION, AND DIASPORIC BREAKS IN
ANDREW X. PHAM’S AND ANNA MOÏ’S TRAVELOGUES OF RETURN
By 1968, when Susan Sontag traveled to North Vietnam as the foremost antiwar
intellectual of her generation, Vietnam had already become all too uncomfortably
familiar to Americans sitting in their living rooms and watching images of war piped
unfiltered into their television sets. In Hanoi, Sontag wrote about how strange it was to be
at once so acquainted yet so alienated from Vietnam: “Maybe I’m only fit to share a
people’s revolutionary aspirations at a comfortable distance from them and their
struggle—one more volunteer in the armchair army of bourgeois intellectuals with radical
sympathies in the head” (27). Vietnam had become thoroughly an idea and a cause, no
longer a country even of the phantasmatic variety. Sontag was in the country, but she
could not see anything beyond what the antiwar movement primed her to see. That
reduced vision was a wartime effect that world traveler Paul Theroux felt when he passed
through Vietnam on his Asian tour by train in the early 1970s, just after Washington
decided to withdraw life support from Saigon. Viewing the country through his train
window, Theroux marvels at the landscape’s beauty, but his reflections stop at the “cruel”
truth: “The tragedy was that we had come, and, from the beginning, had not planned to
stay” (260). What a pity, Theroux mulls in the war’s twilight, that the U.S. did not intend
to colonize Vietnam the way the French had done. Here, Vietnam is an idea gone bad and
a prize that has slipped out of America’s grasp. From Sontag to Theroux, Vietnam could
only be comprehended in reference to U.S. empire-building. Both saw the country up
close, but their visions stayed at home.
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In Sontag’s and Theroux’s narratives, Vietnam is both near and far, a foreign
country teeming with Americans. The writers were civilian travelers, but they belonged
to the same country raining bombs on their port of call. Because the war so gripped every
American’s imagination, Vietnam has proven impossible for a conventional travelogue.
The war’s specter clouds every encounter, and writers and readers alike expect the
skeleton in the closet to be exposed somehow. This chapter considers how diasporic
Vietnamese subjects take on this unlikely genre to comment on contemporary Vietnam
and its uncertain future in the age of global capital: no other genre captures the
complexities of this double homeland-bound and future-forward move in diasporic
literature than the travel narrative of return. In the case of postwar Vietnam, this subgenre
allows critical interventions into the time and space of a young nation-state riding the
propitious wind of the Asian Century and jostling its way onto the global stage. The
unstoppable acceleration of capitalism in a putatively Socialist Republic of Vietnam
presents a plethora of symbolic difficulties to those who know too well how, only half a
century ago, a noncommunist state enterprise rose and fell on the same soil.
POSTWAR VIETNAM AND THE TRAVEL NARRATIVE
Post–1975 Vietnam was no usual stuff for Western travel writers. Long gone are
the days when colonialist writers such as André Malraux collectively created what
cultural critic Panivong Norindr calls a “phantasmatic Indochina” ready for the
metropolitan Orientalist consumption. When the acclaimed British writer Norman Lewis
touted Indochina as the only authentic site left of the Far East after China forged itself
anew in the revolutionary fire of 1949 (17)—a point echoed by the French adventurer
Gontran de Poncins in the early 1950s—by then the advance of the anticolonial
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revolutionary Viet Minh seemed unstoppable. A hint of hesitance colors the text’s ending
words: “I wondered whether it had all been worth it – the brief shotgun marriage with the
West, now to be so relentlessly broken off” (316). Lewis’s question continued to resonate
when the U.S. became another Western power implicated in it. Unsurprisingly, after 1954
and especially when the U.S. escalated the conflict in the 1960s, the most significant
travelogues came from U.S. writers who sought to fill the demand of a readership trying
to understand a country that was also fundamentally changing their own. Sontag and
Theroux, whose texts open this chapter, fit in this category.
In the first two decades after the war, Vietnam under the punitive economic
embargo was no glossy place for pleasurable travels. Following the opening of Vietnam’s
economy to the world in the mid-1990s, however, Vietnam rapidly became a newly
desirable destination. The country became a site of pilgrimage for veterans who “want to
see beyond the diabolic landscape of war to a country which is still rural nature and
pastoral in its own literary traditions” (Espey 165). This journey could be “therapeutic”
for some war-wrecked men by shifting their “focus from the pain of the American war
experience to the extensive suffering of the Vietnamese and to the way in which nature
and culture in Vietnam have transcended the war” (Espey 165). Once again, Vietnam was
seen as a reflection pool for the American psyche. Yet, as Vietnam let go of its
communist creed and openly embraced capitalist development, many American visitors
were happy to witness the triumph of their ideology after all: “In this sense,” Scott
Laderman writes, “‘Vietnam’ has become not just a signifier of aggression and
destruction or, for many in the United States, American victimization, but also, for some
in the West, an object lesson in the brilliance of global capitalism” (126). The U.S. may
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have lost on the battlefield, but perhaps it has won Vietnamese hearts, minds, and
pockets. Vietnam the country and Vietnam the war remain inseparable in the Western
tourist’s mind, and the legacy of the war continues to determine every depiction of the
country in Western travel books and documentaries, blog posts, guides, pamphlets, and
brochures.
I have so far perambulated the discursive field of Vietnam travel literature to
show the lineage with which diasporic Vietnamese travel writers like Pham and Moï have
to engage; postwar examples of this vast literary body include not only veteran accounts
(William Broyles, W.D. Ehrhart, Oliver North, etc.) but also the numerous travel guides
published annually (Lonely Planet and Fodor’s, to name two major brands). Yet, as
minority subjects—specifically, former refugees from the war—writing in English and
French to their host societies, Pham and Moï face an extra burden of self-representation
that other Western travel writers mostly bypass. They are not just another American man
or a Frenchwoman writing about a foreign country called Vietnam but Vietnamese
American and Vietnamese-and-French not-quite-insider-informers writing about a place
that seems like home but is no longer. Their writings may wax nostalgic at times, but it
does not display the same healing-seeking backward glance displayed in veteran writings,
since they have lost not only a war but also a country, South Vietnam. It makes sense,
then, that both Catfish and Mandala and The Year of the Fire Pig combine elements of
the memoir with the travelogue. Each text not only depicts an encounter with the
whirlwind of Vietnam in transformation but also tells a story of subject formation, from
losing a homeland to acquiring a new nationality with all the complications thereof. As
transnational subjects, Pham and Moï are interpellated in their host countries as
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underrepresented minority subjects and as highly privileged Westerners from a diaspora
with a contentious row with Vietnam.
For the purpose of this study, Pham’s and Moï’s texts read less as eyewitness
accounts of post-reform Vietnam—though they certainly invite that reading—and more
as documents of the diasporic condition. From the outset, these texts most noticeably
distinguish themselves from the other Western travelogues of Vietnam by their writers’
“in-between” position. As overseas Vietnamese (or Viet Kieu in the country’s common
parlance) who grew up in South Vietnam before the war ended, they come to Vietnam
now not as complete strangers, yet their returns are not quite homecomings either.
Writing in English and French, they address Western readerships as inside-informants,
since after all they come from Vietnam, but their life stories suggest they are Vietnamese
“not in that way” and therefore outside-explorers in Vietnam. To them, the trip back aims
less to discover a new land than to confront how much the old country has changed post–
Doi moi and what it means for wartime memory. They speak to the West as both liberal
Western subjects and the “other,” both and neither. These writers thus straddle two
distinct symbolic regimes at once: on the one hand, ethnic self-representation within the
domestic space of the Western nation-state and, on the other, the Westerner’s gaze on the
Other on a global scale.
The travelogue as the chosen medium for this purpose proves not so innocuous.
The genre, which critics such as Edward Said and Mary Louise Pratt have cited as the
prime cultural specimen of Western conquest and colonialism, continues to be known
mainly for its mostly white writers commenting on places they consider exotic and
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foreign.117 Writing in English and French, Pham and Moï hardly escape such a dark
literary shadow. Nonetheless, if, as Pratt argues, travel writing has been tasked to present
and represent the peripheries to the metropolis in the service of empire (6), Pham and
Moï trouble this representational cartography as former subjects of the periphery writing
about the periphery itself: they disrupt the “same = home, difference = elsewhere”
formula that Debbie Lisle distills from her comprehensive study of contemporary travel
narratives (150). Vietnam arises in these texts not as a passive periphery waiting for the
West to intervene in its fate—the scars of wars have sealed the fantasy for good; what we
see instead is an impatient, discontented, bustling country filling bomb craters with
concrete to build more high-rises. To fully appreciate the texts’ multiple political
interventions, it is important to understand how post-reform Vietnam has sought to
manage its diaspora.
POST-REFORM VIETNAM’S BECKONING OF THE DIASPORA AND UNJUST FORGETTING
If communist (or perhaps more accurately, socialist) ideology contributed to
Hanoi’s victory over France and the U.S.–Saigon alliance, the economic aspect of this
modernist philosophy proved rather weak in the postwar period of peace. Only eleven
years after the North claimed political mandate through the land, the ruling Party found
itself compelled to declare “Reform or Die” and “heralded the beginning of a new era
marked by tư duy mới (new thinking) and đổi mới cơ chế quản lý kinh tế (reforms in
economic management)” (Nguyen-vo, Ironies 7). According to data from the World
Bank, in the two decades from 1987 when the Doi moi policy went into effect to 2007
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Regarding the genre, Tzvetan Todorov has flatly concluded, “In order to ensure the tension necessary to
the travel narrative, the specific position of the colonizer is required: curious about the other, and secure in
his own superiority” (69).
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when the country joined the World Trade Organization, Vietnam’s gross domestic
product (GDP) increased by more than two-hundred percent, from $36.66 billion to
$77.41 billion. Ten years later, in 2017, the GDP had almost tripled to $223.78 billion.
Vietnam did not drag its feet to capitalism; it hurled in full force—an about-face
unthinkably ironic to anyone who believed in the Communist Bloc’s ambition. Saigon—
the former capital city of South Vietnam—now Ho Chi Minh City, remains the largest
and most populous city in the country with the highest concentration of wealth, which
leads Vietnamese American journalist Andrew Lam to claim, rather crudely, “Indeed,
conservative Uncle Ho has slowly admitted defeat to entrepreneurial and cosmopolitan
Miss Saigon. She has taken her meaning from a different uncle, you know, Uncle Sam”
(69). In the world economy’s breakneck calculus, nothing can be taken for granted,
including the result of a hard-fought war. Vietnam and the U.S. have brokered a win-win
deal: one gets to enjoy economic progress (and some protection and leverage in dealing
with imperialist China), the other can abandon the shame of war loss by counting its
former enemy as an economic dependent.
Trying to attract foreign investments from all corners, Vietnam eyes its diaspora
as an important resource of cultural, social, and financial capital. Vietnam’s civil law has
recently opened new pathways for Vietnamese overseas to come back to their ancestral
land, do business, and own property. In 2008, a Nationality Law was passed to allow
overseas Vietnamese to hold dual citizenship, encouraging them to pledge allegiance to
the state. This law was dovetailed by a 2015 amendment to the civil code that allowed
foreign nationals to own land and other properties in the country; the result was a boom
in the real estate market (A. Nguyen 163). Studying Vietnam’s legal incorporation of the
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diaspora, An Tuan Nguyen suggests that “citizenship is simultaneously symbolic,
constructed, and often imposed by the state, and in the case of Vietnam should be
addressed as the government’s intention of drawing capital rather than supporting
overseas Vietnamese” (160), though Hanoi’s gestures have drawn the diaspora closer to
the government than ever before.118 The impact of Hanoi’s open-door and open-arms
policies on the overseas Vietnamese communities has been significant, especially in the
wake of the Great Recession. Many diasporic Vietnamese, including those of the secondgeneration born overseas, come “back” to the country to enjoy opportunities unavailable
to them in the U.S. and Europe. They have arrived like new immigrants on a foreign
shore in “pursuit of the American dream abroad” (Nguyen-Akbar 97). With Hanoi’s
active encouragement, college-educated and skilled diasporic Vietnamese have found
membership in the “capitalist vanguard” (Pratt 148) of contemporary Vietnam.
Vietnam’s ruling Party now experiments with economic opportunities as a salve
to heal its historical rancor with the diaspora. Two crucial insights on the issue of
sovereignty are important to bear in mind. First, the strategy of signing trade treaties to
move beyond historical violence ultimately affirms yet again that, at its core, the war was
never about economic ideology but about sovereignty. The Party has nothing to prove
regarding communism and can write it off when the time comes. Viet Thanh Nguyen has
called the state’s mode of reconciliation “unjust forgetting,” when one finds history
rewritten to serve a certain “prejudicial agenda” (279).119 As diplomatic normalization in
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For a more detailed sketch of Vietnam’s policies to encourage various diasporic bodily and financial
returns, see Small 242–43.
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In their study of the discourse of history seen through Vietnam’s tourist industry, Laurel Kennedy and
Mary Rose Williams reaches a damning conclusion: “The tourist industry is, in fact, organized around
Vietnamese supplication. Offering up their history, their culture, their art to the gaze of the Westerner, the
people of Vietnam can be witnessed by tourists as living in the service of foreign visitors” (158). That is to
say, Vietnam has neutered its own history of war in order to attract foreign dollars.
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the mid-1990s was the start for America and Vietnam to move beyond wartime
animosity, the accommodations that Vietnam has more recently offered to its diaspora are
attempts to take care of the war’s remainders—a statist olive branch extended to those
most skeptical of the state that once expelled them. Vietnam and its diaspora are
slouching toward the sovereign model that Aihwa Ong has termed “flexible citizenship,”
which would soothe the conscience of a diasporic Vietnamese who holds his or her host
country’s passport on one hand and one that bears the former enemy’s flag on the other.
Second, the Party loses no face by giving in to capitalism—quite the opposite.
Contrary to the impression that state power and national borders pale in the shadow of
global capital, Ong has argued that state power has been “a positive generative force that
has responded eagerly and even creatively to the challenges of global capital” (21).
Nguyen-vo Thu-huong has echoed this point in the context of Vietnam: “There is little
contradiction,” she argues, “between the neoliberal global economy and a government
that at times still appears familiar in its repression and Leninist monopoly of political
power” (Ironies xxii). Rather similarly to the construction of “Chineseness” across China
and Singapore studied by Ong in the age of transnational capitalism (72), Vietnam is
constructing an ahistorical, ethno-nationally based “moral economy” that can unite the
diaspora and the homeland. If the diaspora was formed due to the logic of Vietnamese
state exclusion, in the past two decades or so, Vietnam has exercised “global sovereignty
through its monopoly of the legitimate power to decide whether transnationals can
maintain their civic identities” (Pease 48). Transnationals and cosmopolitans may feel as
if they transcended state sovereignty, but Jacques Derrida has reminded us that
cosmopolitanism today exists only through international state law (On Cosmopolitanism
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8). One may say that the South Vietnamese diaspora poses a crucial frontier of Vietnam’s
global reach: if it were a new norm that diasporic subjects could return and bow to
Vietnam’s economic prowess, the state’s ascendance in the world would seem more
secure than ever.
The global economic and literary force fields detailed so far fundamentally inform
the two diasporic travelogues to which I now turn. Their authors, Pham based in the U.S.
and Moï in France, have built their writerly careers on this particular genre. Pham’s
Catfish and Mandala, his most well-known work, has been widely taught and studied
since its publication in 1999. Moï’s The Year of the Fire Pig (2008) is her most expansive
travel narrative to date, though she has also written two others on Vietnam: a 2007 coffee
table book for GEO Voyages (with photographer Nicolas Cornet) and a small text titled
The No-Name Country (Le Pays sans nom, 2017). Pham’s and Moï’s return narratives
come from two ends of the new millennium, and though they are only ten years apart
from each other, but they seem to depict two different countries: the Vietnam Pham
encountered in the late 1990s still reeled from poverty as the country pulled itself in a
new economic track; a few years into the new century, the noise and pollution from major
constructions in Ho Chi Minh City already forced their way into Moï’s text. Pham and
Moï stepped foot in Vietnam bearing U.S. and French cultural capital and, though less
emphasized, good money, and this glaring disparity between the Viet Kieu and the
“native” population further aggravates the decades-long rupture between the reigning
state and the diaspora. Both Pham’s and Moï’s families have roots in the former southern
government; their southern-tinged political attitudes in large part calibrates how they
perceive Vietnam during their travels. Yet, neither animosity nor self-vindicated gloating
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gains ground in these texts. Rather, aware of how the diaspora retains a bygone history of
the country, Pham and Moï task themselves with collecting the vestiges of what Vietnam
throws to the wind as it speeds toward prosperity. What they record turns out to say more
about themselves than the country. As they try to catch up with Vietnam, they grow
dissatisfied with the country’s drive for material success and instead attempt their own
breaks through the state’s money bind with the diaspora.
GUILT, SHAME, AND RECONCILIATION IN CATFISH AND MANDALA
A highly lauded text in the Asian American canon as well as a major contribution
to the vast Vietnam War library,120 Catfish and Mandala narrates Pham’s journey on a
bicycle—“a two-wheeled voyage,” as the book’s subtitle announces—through povertystricken Vietnam sometime in the late 1990s, more than twenty years after the Pham
family found asylum in the United States from Saigon as refugees upon the end of the
war.121 The part-memoir travelogue layers Pham’s often dramatic adventures in Vietnam
on top of his family history in Vietnam, their flight to the U.S., and their subsequent
economic success as model minorities. Between episodes of Pham’s bumps, scrapes, and
narrow escapes up and down Vietnam, the book gradually unfurls and interweaves the
shameful secret of his parents’ brothel business serving young women to American G.I.s
during the war, as well as the heartbreaking account of Pham’s brother Minh, né Chi,
who commits suicide after living a reject’s life as a transman. Though several scholars
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Catfish and Mandala won a Kiriyama Pacific Rim Book Prize, a Whiting Writers’ Award, and
accolades such as New York Times Notable Book of the Year and Seattle Post-Intelligencer Best Book of
the Year.
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Pham’s text corresponds directly to an earlier account of an American’s journey in Vietnam on two
wheels: Christopher Hunt’s Sparring with Charlie: Motorbiking Down the Ho Chi Minh Trail (1996). Both
adventure-seekers were keen on showcasing their daring-do by crisscrossing the country on two-wheelers,
though Pham seemed at least the more resilient one since his wheels were not motorized.
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have studied this powerful text, most have focused more on Pham’s development as an
Asian American and less on the travelogue’s critique of capitalist Vietnam. The
following analysis takes a more transnational approach to argue that Pham’s text puts
forth a fraught critique of capital and its harmful patriarchy. Pham perversely parallels
South Vietnam and post-reform Vietnam with their money craze by juxtaposing figures
across the Pacific Ocean, from war time to peace time: tragic subjects like Minh and the
prostitutes at the family bordello, veterans of the war North Vietnam and the U.S.
Through this knot of events, Pham presents a grand yet ultimately unsatisfying
appreciation of good intention as a salve for his family shame, Vietnam’s fractured
history, and the diaspora’s uncertain Vietnamese future.
The journey in Catfish and Mandala finds its subterranean force in Pham’s
mourning of his transman brother Minh’s suicide, a tragedy that reveals the crushing
inhumanity of the American Dream pursuit. While the family follows the immigrant’s
progress narrative, Minh seems unable to crawl out of a downward spiral punctuated by
physical abuse by his own father, chronic unemployment, his family’s neglect, his wife’s
abandonment, and irrecoverable depression.122 Throughout his narrative, Pham struggles
to make sense of Minh’s death in the larger global context. Minh has died perhaps
because he “became too American” (184) in the sense that he is a “microcosm of one”
(194), an individualist who strikes out on his own, regardless of societal and familial
rules. Or, in a contrary interpretation, perhaps Minh “never finished crossing” the Pacific
Ocean (299), too Vietnamese for a life in the U.S. Yet, the most trenchant interpretation
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While the text keeps Minh’s pre-transition name Chi, I use the name Minh as well as the masculine
pronouns that he assumes. Nevertheless, I keep the name “Chi” whenever it appears in quotations. Both
names refer to the same person.
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of this tragedy implicates the family themselves: “One way or another, the price had to be
paid,” Pham writes cryptically. The passage from Vietnam to the U.S. takes more than
the refugees bargain for, and “No family made it through unscathed” (195). As Josephine
Park observes, “Within the family, Minh remains a refugee trapped in the minefield, and
Pham suggests that losing [Minh] to its dangers is in fact a condition of the rest of the
family’s successful crossing” (232). Put another way, the family has sacrificed Minh at
the altar of the American Dream. “Secretly, I was glad that she [Chi] didn’t come back,”
Pham admits, before adding that “there was enough to eat” (215), which suggests Minh
would be one mouth too many to feed. Minh would only bring more legal trouble to their
father, thwarting his progress (215). Minh becomes at once the father’s punching bag to
let out his rage and a warning to the rest of the family about what they would face if they
strayed from cisgender heteronormativity and upward mobility—both in service of
capitalistic respectability.123 Worse, Minh may hold back the rest of the family. From this
viewpoint, Minh is neither too American nor too Vietnamese: he is unfit for capital
accumulation tout court, and the price the family have paid is their own cohesion, their
humanity. Some refugees, Pham reminds us, never become model minorities, and some
do only after they trample on others, including their own beloved. That is how the
American Dream schools newcomers in the ways of capitalism.
A figure of both incredible adventure and family guilt, Minh asserts an irresistible
hold over Pham and drives him across the ocean to a new enlightenment. Minh is at once
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Capitalism’s remarkable flexibility shows in how it has recently pulled trans subjects into its glossy
orbit. Aren Aizura has shown how trans people with means from the West can take part in the economic
forces heighten global disparities. He writes, “Traveling to access health care and a wide range of social
‘goods’ was central to a twentieth-century model of Euro-American transgender life” (7). As an underclass
trans refugee of color, Minh has no such recourse to capital to join in the “trans normative” good life of the
privileged. His outcast status cannot be sculpted into a kind of respected liberal individualism.
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an older brother figure whose street-tested manliness Pham seeks to emulate and Pham’s
own Virgil guiding him through Vietnam’s underworld populated by the poor and social
rejects. When Pham quits his aerospace engineer job and begins traveling (3), he registers
a refugee’s angst against what Lauren Berlant has called the “situation tragedy” of late
capitalism, i.e. “the marriage between tragedy and situation comedy where people are
fated to express their flaws episodically, over and over, without learning, changing, being
relieved, becoming better, or dying” (176). What is this “flaw” that respectable, middleclass American life would have him repeat over and over? To find the answer, Pham
turns back to the puzzle that Minh still holds for him. “Since the day Chi ran away,”
Pham writes,
I have wanted to run away the way she did. In the years it took me to become an
American, I haven’t been able to answer the one question that remained framed in
my mind from the day she left: How did America treat Chi, one vulnerable yellow
in a sea of white faces? At my age ‘running away’ requires a measure of
innocence I’ve lost. Riding out my front door with a pocketful of twenties is the
best I can do (33).
To understand Minh’s American plight as a downtrodden subject, to properly honor his
life and mourn his death, ironically Pham has to go to Vietnam, since he is no longer
foreign to the U.S. the way that Minh was. Pham’s equivalent of a yellow in a sea of
white faces is a Viet Kieu in a sea of Vietnamese. Estranged Vietnam is to be Pham’s
mise en scène of Minh’s rough-and-tumble America in this psychic plot, and he would
star in this play as his own lost brother. By doubling as Minh, Pham also forges a belated
connection with his brother, to fraternize with him as a man, not the teenage girl he once
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knew. Mourning Minh for Pham also means getting to know him as if for the first time;
the hyper-masculine flavor of Pham’s Vietnam trip thus symptomizes a homosocial
bonding between two brothers across life and death. Moreover, as Pham leaves behind
his security—at least nominally—he believes that he is starting on a proximate (definitely
not equal) footing with Minh the runaway of many years ago. Vietnam promises to heal
the family division and loss that the U.S. has inflicted, but it has to be the Vietnam of the
underclass, the maimed and abused, vagabonds and deviants, beggars and prostitutes.
A sign of the gendered economic imbalances, the sex workers who populate
Catfish and Mandala mark the ironic continuation of capital pursuit from South Vietnam
past to the post-liberation state. During the war, Pham’s parents ran a lucrative brothel to
service American troops. The money they made directly funded his success in the U.S.,
as Pham’s mother tells him: “My son, this money will take you abroad to study. In
America you will become a great engineer” (309). Aside from the tragedy of Minh, the
bordello is the family’s other shame, and both revolve around downtrodden, difficultly
gendered subjects. Pham reveals this buried past in one of the several chapters entitled
“Fallen-Leaves,” interlacing yet set apart from the other chapters by italics, third-person
narration (instead of first), and highly elevated prose style. Pham as a four-year-old child
hides under a table covered with a long sheet when a prostitute and her American client
come in. “They got on top of the table and the world began to rock and creak and the
white sheet fluttered and they made noise and the table shuddered and An [Pham’s
Vietnamese name] was scared and everything was moving and it was very loud” (287).
Lucas Tromly argues that Pham evades discussing the brothel by focalizing the “FallenLeaves” chapters through a child’s eyes, so “the Pham family brothel disappears in a
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general haze of immigrant amnesia” (194). On the contrary, I suggest, the passage’s
breathlessness implies the overwhelming economic force that Pham cannot fully
comprehend and cannot control; he can only grab hold of the fleeting details here (the
shuddering table, the fluttering sheet, the noise) while “the world” rocks and creaks.
Things seem to fall apart around Pham; he is acutely aware of the precarity of his own
situation as the woman’s body serves her client, all while Pham’s parents rake in the
“great big blocks of bills like bricks” (308) that later build the foundation of their
American life. This boudoir episode does not signal a desire to forget on Pham’s part;
rather, it foreshadows the family’s situation tragedy to come in America.
The prostitutes of South Vietnam past reincarnate in contemporary Vietnam,
which suggests the Vietnamese state has failed its post-liberation promise of equity and
equality. Several sex workers accost Pham during his journey, but he expresses nothing
but revulsion at the trade. In Nha Trang, as Pham rides his bike through town, a beautiful
young woman in a traditional ao dai trails him on a motorbike and tries to talk to him.
His fancy takes flight, and he starts thinking about falling in love with this innocent
student, staying in Nha Trang, getting a job, and possibly not coming back to the U.S.—a
love story so pure and strong that it would close the socio-economic and cultural gap
between the Viet Kieu and Vietnamese. Pham is aghast, however, when she starts
hawking her ware: “You go with me very cheap. Me very cheap, very good. You go with
me very cheap. Very, very cheap. I make you happy” (331). Pham flees, and looking
back the distinct image he retains is “her glossy cherry lips mouthing those words to me,
a red wound in the neon night of Nha Trang” (331). Pham’s disappointment and kneejerk reaction indicate more than his righteousness: they respond to the shame surrounding
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his family’s wartime pimp work. The “red wound” that Pham projects onto Nha Trang
slashes his own conscience: red evokes blood spilled during the war as well as the color
of Communist Vietnam’s flag. The encounter jolts Pham into an awareness that he is
doubling as the American soldier past, the man on top of that woman on top of that table
in his childhood. But the Americans are gone now, and South Vietnam is over as well.
The exploitation of vulnerable, poor women’s bodies for economic gain has held ground
after Vietnam’s “liberation” and even worsened in the age of liberalization. The
persistence of the sex industry in Vietnam is not only a vestige of the war and South
Vietnamese corruption of traditional Vietnamese feminine propriety, as the Party claims;
it has thrived under the neoliberal order of the one-party, reputedly socialist state
(Nguyen-vo, Ironies 3–5). Pham’s psychic processing of this “red wound” registers a
critique of the state’s hypocrisy, a double-edged strategy that that also deeply implicates
the author’s South Vietnamese family.
Pham arrives at a new diasporic class consciousness from fraught gender
constructs like trans abjection and exploitative prostitution, and for the first time he is
able to view the diaspora and contemporary Vietnam in one critical frame. At Ben Thanh
Market in Ho Chi Minh City, Pham encounters a beggar girl whose small presence
plunges him into an existential crisis and brings a profound insight. The encounter with
this “persimmon-faced child” sends Pham racing his bike through a busy intersection,
risking his own life to let out the “monster eating my heart” (108–09). Then comes the
madman’s verdict:
My Saigon was a whore, a saint, an infanticidal maniac. She sold her body to any
taker, dreams of a better future, visions turned inward, eyes to the sky of the
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skyscrapers foreign to the land, away from the festering sores at her feet. The
bastards in her belly—tainted by war, pardoned by need, obscured by time—
clamored for food. They laughed, for it is all they know. She hoped for a better
tomorrow, hoped for goodness. (109)
Pham’s deliberate use of the city’s former name rather than “Ho Chi Minh City”
emphasizes the enduring character of the site despite regime changes. Saigon is a
“whore” for selling itself to any conqueror, foreign and domestic; a saint for having been
martyred by bullets and bombs; and a maniac for its single-minded pursuit of capital.
Rather than conquering Saigon with his wealth and privilege, he “wept for my sister Chi.
I wept for myself. I wept for the disparity between my world and the world of these
people. And I wept for my sorry soul” (110). The Viet Kieu’s turmoil is penance for what
his family has done to the prostitutes and to Minh. It also gives Pham the moral leverage
to weep for Saigon’s abject. Like Saigon today—the city that stands for post-reform
Vietnam—the South Vietnamese family reached for U.S. dollars and ignored those under
their feet. The crucial difference between them, though, lies in the diasporic subject’s
contrition. The Viet Kieu takes on the task of feeling bad for what Vietnam is doing to its
own people, and he emerges victorious in the transnational moral contest.
Has the outcome of the war completely flipped? Are Viet Kieu truly the “lottery
winners” (Pham 183) in the end? From the narrow view of economics, the answer may
well be yes. Nevertheless, in Pham’s dialogues with two Vietnamese tour guides, Catfish
and Mandala challenges this reductive idea by foregrounding the diaspora’s struggle with
sovereignty. The first dialogue takes place with Cao, who works at the site of the former
DMZ (demilitarized zone) that separated the two Vietnams during the war. Pham asks
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Cao why it is that Vietnamese soldiers can move past the war more easily than American
soldiers. To answer this question, Cao resorts to an allegory:
We live here. They don’t. It’s like, say, you and me falling in love with the same
girl. […] I win and marry her. You go home to your country far away. After
twenty years, all you have of her are memories. […] Me, I live with her for twenty
years. […] We build our lives, have children, and make new history together. […]
It is not the forgetting but the new history with the girl that is the difference
between you and me. (284-85)
Cao’s shift of pronouns from “they” to “you” identifies, consciously or not, Pham (as a
diasporic Vietnamese) with American soldiers: a semantic slip poignantly appropriate
given the wartime alliance between Washington and Saigon. The woman in this tale of
romance can be alternately the U.S. mission to spread democracy in Asia or Saigon’s
non-communist sovereignty over the country—both under the sign of “Vietnam.” In this
double-address allegory, Cao emphasizes what the war was ultimately about: sovereignty,
which makes new history possible. This history, in turn, endows the people with
ownership over a future inaccessible to both U.S. veterans and diasporic Vietnamese. Viet
Kieu may have the wealth and education gained abroad; they may live large like lords
and ladies in Vietnam, but they do not belong to the country like the rest of the citizenry.
That will always be the prerogative of those who stayed. Pham understands this point
well enough, for a belligerent man on the road shouts at him one day, “Go home, Vietkieu! You don’t belong here” (313).
The second insight comes from Cuong, a tour guide Pham hires in Nha Trang.
Cuong tells Pham that he does not want to move to the U.S. even when an opportunity for
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emigration presents itself. Cuong explains, “In America you, I mean all you Viet-kieu, are
guests. And guests don’t have the same rights as hosts. […] At least, here, I am king. I
belong” (327). Cuong seems to repeat what Cao suggests with more bombast, but he
takes a further step and makes Pham realize that his American life, though materially
comfortable, is marred by racialized limitations. Pham writes, “[I c]annot always claim
my rights as a naturalized citizen. Cannot, for the same reason, resist the veterans’ pleas
for money outside grocery stores. Cannot armor myself against the pangs of guilt at every
homeless man wearing army fatigues. Sown deep in me is a seed of discomfort. Maybe
shame” (328). In the U.S., diasporic Vietnamese lives are perpetually tied to the war, and
they are to feel guilty for making Americans fight on their behalf and end up wounded
and humiliated. Vietnamese Americans, as Pham sees it, cannot be simply American.
They constantly live in a postwar affective knot of shame, guilt, victimhood, alienation,
nostalgia, to name a few, and they can never claim to be “king.” Pham’s heartfelt
admission contradicts Chih-ming Wang’s claim that in Catfish and Mandala “the body of
the Viet Kieu is ironically super-humanized and ‘surrealized’ through the eyes of
Vietnamese to transform the refugee into a cosmopolitan figure and to implicitly claim
victory for (south) Vietnamese America” (181–82). On the contrary, the text clearly
shows this condition of diasporic melancholia as irreparable by any material advantage,
and it implies that Vietnam’s economic incentives for diasporic subjects a decade after
Pham’s journey may not be the historical palliative the government intends them to be.
What a meaningful reconciliation between Vietnam and its diaspora should look
like remains an open question. Before Pham presents his own vision of it, he reveals how
diasporic subjects do not fit in the current paradigm shared between the U.S. and
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Vietnam. Pham the traveler in the text assumes the role of the messenger between two
veterans, one Vietnamese and the other American, across the ocean and enmity line.
Before his trip to Vietnam, Pham meets Tyle, a “blond giant” (6) Vietnam War veteran
camping in the Mexican desert. Tyle asks him to forgive him for what he has done to the
Vietnamese people. Pham thinks to himself, “No. No, Tyle. How can I forgive you?
What have you done to my people? But who are my people? I don’t know them. Are you
my people? How can you be my people?” (8). Tyle, like many Americans, sees the war
as a dichotomy between the U.S. and Vietnam. Missing entirely the North/South civil war
aspect, Tyle puts Pham into the one Vietnamese box, which cannot contain his diasporic
South Vietnamese condition—hence Pham’s series of rhetorical questions pointing to his
unintelligible identity. Because the American refuses to see the Vietnamese American as
a fellow American and because the diasporic Vietnamese cannot claim Vietnam, Pham is
in no position, geopolitically speaking, to pardon Tyle. Simply put, as a diasporic South
Vietnamese Pham—logically, not indignantly—cannot forgive Tyle for fighting on
behalf of the southern cause. Forgiveness is not refugees’ property to give U.S. veterans
at will; they have, or are supposed to have, only gratitude.
Later, in Vietnam, Pham relays Tyle’s request to a veteran of the Revolutionary
Army called Uncle Tu, who responds in kind: “‘Me, I am in my land. I am in my water.
[…] ‘Tell your friend Tyle. There is nothing to forgive. There is no hate in this land. No
hate in my heart. […] He is welcome here. Come and I shall drink tea with him, welcome
like a brother’” (267). The condition for Uncle Tu’s gesture of reconciliation with Tyle
hinges on a sovereign claim of Vietnam shown in the anaphora “I am in my land. I am in
my water”: The Vietnamese word for “homeland” is đất nước, which combines the words
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for “land” (đất) and “water” (nước). Uncle Tu’s magnanimity impresses Pham, but it
leaves aside diasporic subjects who have lost their homeland. Reconciliation for Tyle and
Uncle Tu depends on heartfelt communication between two specifically defined ethnonation-states: non-Vietnamese America and non-diasporic Vietnam. Pham goes a very
long way to translate for Tyle and Uncle Tu, but Pham’s diasporic status renders him no
more than a bystander. The diasporic subject thus finds himself seeking an alternative
reconciliation model.
Reconciliation, or transcendence, in diasporic terms means a reconception of the
self and a willingness to leave behind the hackneyed dynamic of forgiveness. Pham
arrives at this epiphany at a beach somewhere near Ca Na on his way to Phan Thiet, “the
town of my birth, the end of my journey” (337). The “homecoming” reveals Catfish and
Mandala’s rather conventional narrative structure, which starts with a troubled identity
that resolves in the end. This beach is where Pham truly mourns Minh and begins paving
a more conscious path forward for his diasporic existence. As Pham swims in the ocean,
he realizes, “My faults, all my shortcomings, my wrongs against Chi-Minh, pale away,
disintegrating, in this desert-ocean-peace. […] It isn’t forgiveness I seek. All my sins, my
sorrows but a drop of ink in this blue vastness” (338). Pham recasts the ocean as no
longer a separator between the U.S. and Vietnam but a planetary force that engulfs all the
drama of humanity. If sea crossing has demarcated belonginess—Viet Kieu against
Vietnamese, “fresh off the boat” against older immigrants—for Pham it inspires a larger
affective framework that can include all.
Pham’s new understanding of the ocean inspires his new idea of sociality, which
reaches perhaps too far for a transcendence beyond personal and national prejudices. At
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the same beach near Ca Na, an old peasant woman wades and plays in the water near
Pham. Thinking that Pham is foreign, she attempts to say something to him in English
and then in French. Pham responds to her only with friendly silence: “I smile at her from
my anonymity, refusing to answer in our common tongue. I don’t want her to leave. I
don’t want to disappoint her with my commonality, to remind her of our shared history.
So, I let her interpret my half-truths” (338–39). After the Viet Kieu’s Herculean trudge
through the country, Vietnam has brought him to an astonishing level of humility and
passivity. He ardently desires sociality, but he has not figured out how to bypass the
weight of history that would come crashing down on this tender interaction the moment
his tongue gave him away as a Viet Kieu. Ironically, between this old woman and Pham,
their Vietnamese commonality sows discord precisely because it has been so thoroughly
perverted by the legacy of the ugly war. The more they are in common culturally, the
more pronounced their material disparity becomes. Such is the impasse that halts
meaningful reconciliation between Vietnam and its diaspora. This beautiful moment of
conviviality skates on the thin ice of “half-truths,” that Pham may be a foreigner, that he
may not understand Vietnamese, that he is just another tourist carelessly enjoying
Vietnam’s beauty. There is such a problem as too much history, Pham seems to say.
If history is to be bypassed, then, what should come in its stead is up in the air. In
the wake of Pham’s reckoning, Pham anchors his new philosophy of perfect intention on
a fluid diasporic identity. Pham is no stranger to the half-truths that can sideline historical
division because what people believe to be unchanging truths only reify exclusionary
categories. Pham does not always have recourse to whole truths because, as he explains,
“I am a mover of betweens. I slip among classifications like water in cupped palms,
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leaving bits of myself behind. I am quick and deft, for there is no greater fear than the
fear of being caught wanting to belong. I am a chameleon. And the best chameleon has
no center, no truer sense of self than what he is in the instant” (339). This is no
Whitmanesque largesse of self. Unlike the hyphenated subject that multicultural America
likes to celebrate, Pham does not expand himself to include both Vietnam and America
and all the contradictions of history thereof. He does not contain; he slips and slides.
More tellingly, Pham sees getting caught wanting to belong as a form of self-debasement,
a public shame, because it suggests a vain effort to be “whole” when one is only “half.”
For Pham, the truth of identity is situational: Vietnamese here, American there, even
Japanese, Korean (as people deem him sometimes on his journey) and whatever else.
From this vantage point, there is “No guilt,” and regarding the woman at the
beach, Pham writes, “I realize suddenly, looking into her joy-gushing face. We stand on
separate islands, nothing between us except our designs. And the perfection of our
intention is enough. We: friends sharing a sea bath. Our skein of history casts no shade on
this moment” (339). Pham stakes everything on outward appearance—a chameleon’s
survival trick. If depth of historical thought has not relieved the animosity between
Vietnam and the diaspora, perhaps surface—as in a friendly smile—is worth a try.
Berlant’s words resonate here: “Maintaining intimacy requires bracketing out dissonance,
fear, surprise, failure, and most of all, incoherence” (220). Even lighter than a smile,
perfect intention matters above all; it precedes words, gestures, and acts—all of which are
saturated with cultural, material, and historical meaning that risks being misconstrued. In
this philosophy, intention is the half-truth that moves the world: “For our truths change
with time. There is nothing else. No mitigating circumstances and no power to undo the
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sins. No was. Only is. Between us, there is but a thin line of intention” (339). No more
history, only presence: a radical turn from diasporic time. All the possibilities weigh on
this slim thread of intention that connects everyone. For an adventure account full of
bravado, this gossamer ending is surprising, unsatisfying, and obviously flawed. It seeks
to sidestep politics when nothing can, and no one can smile away state violence and
socio-economic disparity. Nonetheless, it exemplifies the cruel optimism Pham harbors
for a reconciliation alternative to Vietnam’s market policy when it seems as if “There is
nothing else.”
DIASPORIC LAG AND SEARCH FOR WORLDLY HOME IN THE YEAR OF THE FIRE PIG
Whereas Pham came to the U.S. as a child when Saigon collapsed in 1975, Moï,
who was born just one year after Dien Bien Phu, came to France in 1972 as a young
adult. Unlike Pham, Moï came back to Vietnam in 1997 not for a brief stint. Around the
same time Pham roamed the country on his bike, Moï signed a ten-year lease on a house
and later set up a fashion boutique in Ho Chi Minh City. Since then, she has split her time
between France and Vietnam and frequently traveled around the world. Few people in
Vietnam and the U.S. know about Moï, but in France and francophone countries she
holds an established presence among the literati. In 2006, the French government
bestowed on Moï the title of Chevalier des arts et des lettres (Moï, “Murders” 72), and
her novels have been published by Gallimard, a prestigious and highly influential press in
the French-language book market. As I will discuss in more detail later, Moï was the only
author of Vietnamese ancestry to sign the manifesto for a new world literature in French
(littérature-monde en français), a momentous event in French literary history. To date,
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none of Moï’s work has appeared in English, and it features in this chapter in my own
translation.
The Year of the Pig is the most expansive among Moï’s non-fiction works, but,
unlike her novels, it has not received any scholarly commentary. This part-journal partmemoir travelogue covers the entire year of 2007, which also overlapped with the year of
the fire pig in the lunar calendar. In Vietnam, it was also known the Year of the Golden
Pig, widely believed to come only once every six-hundred years and to bring
extraordinary tidings (Moï, The Year 82). For Moï, 2007 also marks the end of her
decade-long lease, which causes her to reflect deeply on her status in a Vietnam that is
already vastly different from when she arrived. The overlaying of Eastern and Western
temporal meanings in the text suggests a hybrid cultural understanding, a feat that Moï
demonstrates throughout her œuvre. Yet, Moï does not structure The Year by dates as in a
journal; instead, she divides it into chapters based on the cities she visits, and they
comprise a long list of eighteen towns and cities in nine countries (Vietnam, France,
Italy, Greece, the U.S., Mexico, Cambodia, Thailand, and India). Vietnam takes up the
most time in Moï’s itinerary while her other trips are a mix of vacation and work-related
travels (literary festivals, author events, etc.) Though Moï records her observations of the
people and places, the text is less realist and more impressionistic: she may recall a
memory about Vietnam while in Thailand, for example, and India may conjure a thought
about French national identity. In what follows, I examine a diasporic lag effect in Moï’s
text as a peculiar sign of Vietnam’s ascent in the world’s stage, which shapes the politics
behind her desire to create a quiet writer’s safe haven amid bustling Saigon. Moreover, I
argue that Moï’s commitment to the world literature movement in France results from her
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effort to cohere three disparate strains of diasporic thought: an argument for a borderless
literary world, the legacy of a South Vietnamese past on Moï’s artistic sensibility, and a
critique of globalized patriarchy in neoliberal Vietnam.
In Moï’s account, the diasporic returnee struggles to anchor herself in the tide of
development in Saigon as the builders relentlessly bulldoze the past to construct an
irreverent future. Moï describes the city as a violated being: “The speculators, new
masters of the municipality, rip apart the original estate and scrape it to the bone. An
irreparable violence is done to the town in the form of countless frivolous buildings”
(27).124 The power that rules over Saigon has shifted, again, but this time the regime
changes from the government to rich developers who feels no qualm about dismantling
the storied town. In a twist of irony, Saigon has reverted back to its wartime capitalist
frenzy. In the state’s effort “to prove to the world that Vietnam is no longer a poor
country,” Moï observes, “the city that I knew ten years ago has become similar to that
which I left thirty years ago” (343). But this former South Vietnamese citizen does not
gloat over the current state’s admission of its own ideological demise. Instead, Saigon’s
transformation ominously unsettles her because the Saigon of tomorrow “will be very
different. To build it, the cranes are higher and the foundations deeper” (343).125 History
will be yanked from underground, and cement will be poured into the void. Tomorrow’s
Saigon will be more ambitious than South Vietnam ever dared imagine; Hanoi and Ho
Chi Minh City will prove that they can do capitalism better than former Saigon. As if
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“Les spéculateurs, nouveaux maîtres de la municipalité, ripent la cité originelle et la raclent jusqu’à
l’ossature. Une violence irréparable est faite à la ville en surnuméraires de bâtiments tapageurs.”
125
“L’État veut plus de béton, plus d’acier et plus de verre, pour prouver au monde que le Vietnam n’est
pas un pays pauvre. La ville que j’ai connue il y a dix ans était presque identique à celle que je quittai il y a
trente ans. Celle de demain sera très différente ; pour la construire, les grues sont plus hautes et les
fondations plus profondes.”
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reading Moï’s mind as she looks to the sky, Saigon dons a “metallic, cranes-lined rictus”
(27).126 Whereas the post–Cold War order would have the open market and unbridled
development be a cause for optimism, The Year shows a diasporic malaise. Moï has
always thought of Saigon as “an inalienable right,” but she has to confront the reality that
crushes that belief and causes her many sleepless hours (27).127 Even as Moï holds a
transnational subjectivity, Vietnam’s transnationalism operates by a logic menacing to
her because neoliberal capitalism threatens to render Vietnam an unrecognizable referent:
she may lose Vietnam twice over.
Challenging the post-reform state’s recruitment of capital-rich diasporic
Vietnamese into its capitalist vanguard, Moï characterizes herself as lagging behind as
the country zooms ahead. As Moï sees it, Saigon resembles a teenager full of
incontrollable hormones: adrenaline for anger, cortisol for stress, and testosterone for
aggressiveness (184). Saigon discombobulates Moï, and like an exhausted parent she
finds herself admitting a hard truth: “I’ve always thought I’d change faster than the city.
But today, it’s caught hold of me and passed me by” (343).128 The Year’s image of a
fatigued Viet Kieu goes directly against contemporary Vietnam’s attitude toward the
diaspora as a potential pot of gold. Indeed, as a writer esteemed by academics and
cultural producers in France and beyond, Moï is aware that she holds much cultural
capital that could contribute to Vietnam’s prestige in the world. But that is not the right
kind of investment in a Vietnam that prefers new constructions to new books. Moï
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“le rictus métallique des grues”
“J’ai toujours pensé à Saigon comme à un bien inaltérable. […] Aujourd’hui, l’erreur me coûte cher en
heures d’insomnie.”
128
“J’ai toujours pensé changer plus vite que la ville. Mais aujourd’hui, elle m’a rattrapée, elle m’a
dépassée.”
127
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acknowledges her inability to keep up with the new Vietnam. She has “missed the boat”
(raté le coche) of real estate speculation (40), and she struggles to get a new lease to stay
in the country while her boutique goes into the red (262). Moï presents herself as
undesirable to success-craving Vietnamese society. She is not one of those “good” Viet
Kieu, and the best she can do for Vietnam is to write this account, to show the country to
the wider world in her own way.
Diasporic privilege does not lose its hold, however, and in Vietnam it affords Moï
a safe distance from her surroundings to hone her critique. Moï juxtaposes herself against
her right-hand woman Thuy, who manages Moï’s house and business and works as Moï’s
spokesperson. Thuy’s job description is capacious indeed, as Moï describes: “Persuasive
in an evangelist’s smooth ways, [Thuy] keeps me away from those slimy people roaming
the vicinity, police agents, gas tank deliverers, neighbors to appease whose ducks are
killed by our dogs, burglars, landlords” (24).129 Bold, perspicacious, and—most
importantly—loyal, Thuy makes Moï’s residence and business in Vietnam (the boutique
and the writing) possible. While Moï deals with her physical and metaphoric spells of
vertigo (24), Thuy both guards the fort and ventures into the hustle and bustle to get
things done. Moï may be short on cash to invest in real estate, but she has enough to hire
Thuy to do her bidding. Moï’s telling comparison of Thuy to an evangelist reveals how
Moï thinks of herself: a figure of purity whose mission in this harsh world depends on her
disciple’s leg work. Put frankly, Thuy shields Moï from the dark forces of money-lustful
Vietnam, and the Viet Kieu gets to write another day from her righteous perch. Moï may
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“Convaincante, à la manière onctueuse d’une évangéliste, elle éloigne de moi tout un peuple gluant
décliné en policiers de proximité, agents du fisc, livreurs de bonbonnes de gaz, voisins à indemniser pour
leurs canards tués par nos chiens, cambrioleurs, propriétaires.”
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see herself as out of breath, unable to roll with Vietnam, but it is more accurate to say that
she chooses not to do so precisely because she wants to retain her integrity as a diasporic
critic of the country. That position costs money and depends on Vietnamese labor. In her
aesthetic work, Moï also takes advantage of the economic disparity between the diaspora
and Vietnam.
To counter Vietnam’s unstoppable neoliberal time, Moï tasks herself with
archiving the country through her writing as a symbolic way to slow it down. Moï
metaphorizes her artistic goal through the trope of the verdant green fighting for life
among concrete. As she lies sleepless at night thinking about how Saigon has destroyed
all she knows, she “keep[s] telepathic guard of what remains to be saved: the trees” (27).
Thus the trees stand for the craft of writing: fragile things that turn into written pages
constantly at risk of obliteration and oblivescence in Vietnam’s sea change. The woods of
thought are being eroded quickly, Moï laments: “The virgin forest containing all I’ve
lived in the last ten years are now nothing but tendrils of memory” (72).130 Moï feels keen
urgency in her work, and writing brings no high-minded pleasure: “The perspective of
one exiled from this banana republic which gave birth to my writing has been punctured
upon multiple impacts. I plug and seal it in haste” (38).131 Moï can claim no immunity
from Vietnam’s neoliberal growth; worse, it brutally assaults her. What she may lose is
nothing short of the unique diasporic perspective that has generated her art all these
years.
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“Les bois imprégnés de tout ce que je vécus pendant dix ans sont de fiables crampons à souvenir.”
“La perspective d’un exil de ce pays-bananier où mon écriture est née se perfore en impacts multiples.
Je colmate en urgence.”
131
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Moï must save her own artistic integrity, and she depicts herself as a work-mad
artist living sustained only by “a bowl of rice and a dried fish” (43). Symbolically at least,
Moï feels that her work must somehow match that of Vietnam’s economic progress. She
writes almost obsessively in her travelogue and works on an “inventory of Vietnam,” a
photographic documentary commissioned by GEO Voyages. “Documented research
thickens the text; facts harden into granite statements. […] At the end of the day, I am left
with shoulders in pain” (43).132 Moï comes across as a construction worker in her own
right, chiseling granite statements from raw research and put them together in an archival
tome of a shape-shifting Vietnam.133 If the forest of her Vietnamese experience is razed, a
monument must take its place lest one forget. It may well be a fool’s errant to stem
Vietnam’s economic rise with words alone, but she tries anyway. Moï’s travelogue
results from that diasporic effort, a cultural product made in Vietnam and promptly
exported so that it can live on safely, in French, untranslated.
From her diasporic familiarity with and critical distance from Vietnamese society,
Moï offers a pair of contrasts that reveal the deeply gendered economic inequality in
post-reform Vietnam. On the one hand, The Year features characters from Vietnam’s elite
class tightly involved in the Communist Party and raking in more cash than anyone else.
On the other, Moï provides an intimate look at the adversity faced by poor village women

132

“En dehors d’un bol de riz et d’un poisson rabougri, je me suis surtout nourrie de la laitance des pages
d’écriture. J’écris ce journal, et un inventaire du Vietnam pour GEO Voyages. […] La documentation
alourdit le texte, les faits se pétrifient en énoncés granitiques. […] À la fin de la journée, j’en ai les épaules
endolories.”
133
By writing a coffee-table book on Vietnam for a travel literature press, Moï engages directly in the genre
as Western writers rendering Vietnam into a market commodity. In her self-defense, she claims, “The
compilation of all my ignorance has no equivalent to the sum of the ineptitude published in the travel
guides. The same errors are reproduced from one book to another. [La compilation de mes ignorances n’a
d’équivalent que la somme d’inepties publiées dans les guides de voyages. Les mêmes erreurs sont
reproduites de livre en livre]” (159).
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in the mail-order bride industry. Of the first group, there is a millionaire real estate
developer named Kiêt from Hanoi (156) and another entrepreneur who owns a Rolls
Royce Phantom, the Queen of England’s vehicle of choice (323). More striking than
these two, though, is Moï’s lessor in Ho Chi Minh City, a woman named Hai who as a
Communist fighter during the war “drove and ejected the capitalist snakes” from the
country (23). Hai fascinates Moï: “She has an inborn free-market empiricism. All these
gifts she hides behind a hybrid head of a dignified grandmother and former cadre of the
People’s Committee” (23). The reptilian trope used to describe the capitalist folds back
on Hai, whom Moï portrays as a multiheaded Hydra: at once a caring communist
grandmother who cares about the people and a calculating property owner who squeezes
as much money out of Moï as possible. Hai may be more consistent than Moï allows;
perhaps she treats Moï in that exploitative way because she is all too aware of the capital
disparity between Viet Kieu and Vietnamese and because of the old political feud.
Nevertheless, Moï seems unfazed by Madame Hai’s duplicity. On the contrary, Moï sees
Hai’s hybridity as resembling her own: “I’m not too suspicious of hybrids with many
hats. They gain even more trust from me. They are possessed, like me” (23).134 Hai is
living proof that no one can live up to any standard of purity, be it cultural or political.
Three decades after the war the former Communist cadre and the former South
Vietnamese citizen have more in common than they ever thought they could—a playful
twist brought to them by foreign capital.
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“Ma propriétaire, ex-paysanne, a tôt digéré et excrété les couleuvres du capitalisme. Elle sait compter et,
surtout, additionner. Elle a l’empirisme libéral inné. Tous ces dons, elle les cache derrière une tête hybride
de digne grand-mère et d’ex-cadre du Comité populaire. Je ne suis pas méfiante envers les hétéroclites à
plusieurs casquettes. Ils m’inspirent même plutôt confiance. Ils sont possédés, comme moi.”
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The mail-order brides—the counterpoint to the Vietnamese elite in Moï’s
account—uncover complications that indicate not only Vietnam’s social instability but
also Moï’s problematic, diasporic position in the country. While Moï is in Vietnam, a
major French travel-reportage television show named Faut pas rêver (Beyond Dreams)
invites her to host one episode on Vietnamese brides as a way to give viewers a more indepth look into the country. A film crew soon arrive from France, and together with Moï
they go to Can Tho to interview and film women preparing for their weddings with
Taiwanese and Korean men matched with them by various agencies. Unlike the rest of
her book, Moï’s writing on the brides takes on a distinctly Eurocentric documentary tone
and style. That is to say, Moï becomes an outsider-observer bringing Western attention to
the women as victims of a cruel system. Moï claims that Vietnam has a “hemorrhage” of
about ten thousand women each year to Taiwan and Korea, societies that Moï calls
“archangels of Confucianism,” where uteruses are “enucleated of all the female parasites”
(47). Moï’s moral outrage is hard to miss. Half of the women in Can Tho have been
“exported” abroad like a hot commodity (71), Moï reports on site, and those who have
left “are without property and without a past; they have only their virginity as a trophy”
(74).135 The wealth and power differential between Vietnam and the other Asian
powerhouses like Korea and Taiwan is undeniable, and the risk of domestic abuse in
these mail-order weddings merits more critical attention, which Moï and Faut pas rêver
provide.
Nonetheless, Nicole Constable in her study of mail-order marriages between
Filipino women and American men has argued that “material motives alone are not the
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“Elles sont sans inventaire et sans passé, elles n’ont de trophée que leur virginité.”
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only or the primary factor in these relationships” (85), and many men and women
involved in this so-called trade do find meaningful ways to love each other and build
genuine relationships. “Women often prefer not to leave their homelands, given the
choice,” Constable finds, “and women do not accept just any offer of marriage in order to
emigrate” (84, emphasis in original). It is unclear whether Moï and the French crew
understand that nuance, but they seem to aim for French viewers’ pity by portraying the
women as victims. This episode of the mail-order brides starkly reveals the slippery slope
on which a capital-bearing Viet Kieu like Moï walks. It is not difficult to see why the
show’s producers choose her as their host: she is a woman from Vietnam, after all, who
speaks French and can represent Vietnam and the brides’ plight to a French viewership in
terms they can understand. Moï insists on the similarity between herself and the women:
“In the late 1970s, the boat people took to the sea in search of merciful territories. Today,
the poor leave for foreign lands by air, but it’s the same misery that chase them away”
(71).136 But is it the same misery? Can the brides’ economic hardship be paralleled with
the political persecution of the boat people? Is state violence the culprit for both? Moï
thinks so, but that framework would erase the vast difference between Moï and the Can
Tho women—the kind of difference that matters right now, that gives voice to some but
not others. Despite her good intention, Moï seems to replicate the discursive victimization
of Third World women that feminist scholars like Chandra Mohanty have called out in
Western feminism. As evident in The Year, the returnee’s diasporic criticism can be coopted by the host country’s representational order.
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“À la fin des années 1970, les boat people prenaient la mer à la recherche de territoires plus cléments.
De nos jours, les pauvres partent vers l’étranger par la voie aérienne, mais c’est ben la même misère qui les
chasse.”
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That said, as a writer, Moï ambitiously upsets the dominant French literary
establishment by participating in the world literature movement. The Year contains a
sustained explanation of Moï’s decision to sign the manifesto, and which Moï considers a
milestone in her life’s work. Before delving into Moï’s rationale, it is helpful to
understand what this manifesto declares and why it has become such a controversy in
French literary history. On March 16, 2007, the journal Le Monde published a manifesto
entitled “Toward a ‘World Literature’ in French” (Pour une “littérature-monde” en
français) signed by forty-four writers, including the Nobel Prize winner J.-M. G. Le
Clézio alongside other major literary figures such as Édouard Glissant and Lyonel
Trouillot. Moï was the only writer of Vietnamese (and Asian) ancestry to sign it. The
manifesto declares both “the end of ‘francophone’ literature—and the birth of a world
literature in French” (“Toward” 113). The signatories charge the label “francophone,”
distinct to that of “French,” with relegating many writers of the French language to the
margins, “an exotic hybrid barely tolerated” (115), unlike writers like Salman Rushdie,
Kazuo Ishiguo, and Michael Ondaatje in the anglophone context who have been
completely recognized in English letters “with complete legitimacy” (115). Rejecting
“francophone” as an exclusionary form of hegemonic France’s treacherous inclusion, the
manifesto asserts in its stead a world literature in French that redraws the current global
imaginary: “With the center placed on an equal plane with other centers, we’re
witnessing the birth of a new constellation, in which language freed from its exclusive
pact with the nation, free from every other power hereafter but the powers of poetry and
the imaginary, will have no other frontiers but those of the spirit” (116). The contributors
want to do away with the reigning literary map on which French literature occupies the
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center and francophonie lies in the periphery. They want to divorce the French language
from France as a nation-state, to free it as a common domain for all who wish to use it.
French should belong to no one and everyone. “World literature” frowns on national
tradition and patrimony—powerful concepts that uphold French republicanism—and
instead opens a new terrain for writers, wherever they live and work, to participate as
equal members: a new, universal republic of French-language letters.
This manifesto has drawn both praise and ire from writers and thinkers, but my
purpose here is not to survey the large, effervescent debate surrounding it.137 For Moï,
“world literature in French” affords a new universal space where diasporic consciousness
can live and thrive. After the manifesto came out in Le Monde, Gallimard published a
collection of essays by some of the signers. In her contribution to this volume, Moï
sketches her family history from South Vietnam to France, full of turbulence and
alienation. Amid the fire and fury of the war, French was to the young Moï “the language
of an extraterrestrial world, immutable. Death, relayed on television, was expressed in
Vietnamese” (“L’Autre” 247).138 French gains significance as a mental oasis for young
Moï surrounded by postcolonial death, and she psychically oversteps the devastating
Vietnamese civil war by embracing French as a language of life. As she recounts in The
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The collection of essays Transnational French Studies: Postcolonialism and Littérature-Monde, edited
by Alec G. Hargreaves, Charles Forsdick, and David Murphy, presents many critical insights into the
strengths and limitations of the world-literature movement. In her contribution to that collection, Lydie
Moudileno suggests that the manifesto may confuse Francophonie, “a geopolitical institution represented
by the Organisation Internationale de la Francophonie (OIF)” (121), with the concept of Francophone as an
academic discipline dedicated to postcolonial studies, and trashing “francophone” risks hurting a crucial
scholarly endeavor that has uncovered histories of French colonial violence and brought attention to
racially marginalized writers. Dominique Combe has critiqued the thinkers behind world-literature for
uncritically heightening the central power of Paris in the French-language cultural world (238). More
pointedly, Combe argues that the manifesto elevates the status of French above other world languages such
as Chinese and Arabic. Thus, in the end the manifesto does little to challenge the West’s cultural hegemony
in the world (247).
138
“Le français était également, pendant ma petite enfance, la langue d’un monde ultraterrestre, inaltérable.
La mort, relayée par la télévision, était exprimée en vietnamien.”
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Year, once resettled in France where French is no longer “extraterrestrial,” Moï realizes
that she cannot claim it on her own terms. Her books—all in French—have been
variously categorized in bookstores as French, Vietnamese, and francophone. Moï resists
this categorical confusion, a symptom of national illegibility: “In literature, there exists
only one nationality, that of language. The French language!” she exclaims (167).139 The
universal space Moï wants to open, where she sees the best fit for her diasporic
sensibility, is “a fertile, integrated literature in a widened and polychromous world,”
rather than a “literature in French split into firewood sticks, combustible in the next
autodafé” (168).140 Here and elsewhere, Moï relies on the arbor trope to express her
literary ambition. A fallen, fragile stick counts for little; Moï wants to be part of the big
tree. Because Vietnam and France have not recognized Moï as one of their own, Moï sees
literary French as an alternative site where she can truly and fully belong.141 No wonder
Moï speaks so strongly in defense of world-literature: it is an exciting opportunity for this
diasporic “other” to integrate herself into a larger world through her craft and
imagination.
The long journey in The Year in the end unveils a new understanding of the
diasporic condition. As planned, The Year ends on December 31, 2007; Vietnam by this
time has already joined the World Trade Organization. Looking at her birth country as it
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“En littérature, il existe une seule nationalité, celle de la langue. La langue française !”
“une littérature plantureuse intégrée dans un monde élargi et polychrome […] la littérature de langue
française en fagots, combustibles d’un prochain autodafé”
141
Moï is but too aware of the arbitrariness of national belonging after the collapse of South Vietnam. She
writes, “I became French when my civil status dissolved in the backyards of geopolitics. The Republic of
Vietnam of my passport capitulated. [Je devenais française quand mon état civil se dissolvait dans les
arrière-cours de la géopolitique. La république du Vietnam de mon passeport avait capitulé]” (The Year
102). Overnight a country ceased to exist, and a South Vietnamese became French. All the professed
importance of culture and patrimony as columns of national belonging seems a bit absurd from this
perspective.
140
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steps into another year of economic growth, Moï quietly reflects, “By joining the cohort
of countries in the WTO, Vietnam has lost its poetic place” (372). Regarding Vietnam’s
capitalist appeal to its diaspora, Moï says tersely, “There aren’t any prostheses for the
craters that cut into the souls” (374).142 Vietnam has little to offer Moï now, and vice
versa. However, her trip has taught her one valuable lesson: “Finally, I have no other
impregnable realm other than my books. Clandestine and invisible, they are the
guarantors of my territorial infinity” (374).143 Moï can now cast her diasporic condition in
a dilemmic phrase: a territorial infinity, like world-literature—an omnipresent no-place, a
utopia.
From this peculiar space comes an enlightenment on the inadequacy of justice and
morality. Moï offers a word of wisdom regarding historical rifts: “I was not enamored by
justice but by soundness [justesse]. The search for the fair attitude [l’attitude juste]
doesn’t always amount to an effusion of justice; it causes the individual to make, not
moral choices, but aesthetic decisions more personal and enigmatic than the moral
stances dictated by society” (375–76).144 For Moï, writing is not about justice but
justesse. If the drive toward “justice,” in the case of postwar Vietnam, continues to rive
apart the country and its diaspora because it locks them in definite moralistic postures,
justesse—aptness, appropriateness, not righteousness—may serve as a better cause.
Justesse, soundness, leaves room for the imagination with all its attendant inconsistencies
and possibilities—a freedom that justice may preclude. Justesse is the province of art and
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“Il n’existe pas de prothèses pour les cratères qui se creusent dans les âmes.”
“Finalement, je n’ai de fiefs inexpugnables que ceux de mes livres. Clandestins, invisibles, ils sont
garants de mon infinité territoriale.”
144
“Je n’ai pas été éprise de justice, mais de justesse. La recherche de l’attitude juste n’aboutit pas toujours
à une effusion de justice. Elle ne met pas l’individu en face de choix moraux, mais de décisions esthétiques
plus personnelles et énigmatiques que celles d’une moralité édictée par la société.”
143
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literature, and that is where the artist makes the most impact. Conventional moral
boundaries, like national borders, prove inadequate for Moï’s diasporic consciousness;
and this is where justesse and world-literature begin to cohere into a diasporic
philosophy. But Moï stops here, since the travelogue has reached its modest limit. “The
end is near,” she concludes.145 We are not there yet.
HOMELAND AS CONTACT ZONE
The two diasporic travelogues studied in this chapter exemplify the homeland’s
doubling as a contact zone. Pratt has defined the “contact zone” as “the spatial and
temporal copresence of subjects previously separated by geographic and historical
disjunctures, and whose trajectories now intersect” (7). Scholars have understood the
contact zone mainly through the trope of the colonial encounter: the often unequal and
violent meeting between separate cultures—mostly the West and the rest—that begins a
longue durée of colonization and exploitation. The diasporic return upsets that
conventional model: the contact zone for Pham and Moï is one constructed by historical
division and not the first encounter. The diaspora and its homeland have been made
strange, even rancorous, to each other by Cold War geopolitics. The contact is at once a
homecoming and a reckoning of differences stemming from state politics. Unlike the
colonial encounter, the state on the periphery has tried to welcome its diasporic subjects
from the West with economic incentives. Catfish and Mandala and The Year of the Fire
Pig document the various hardships—political, ethical, aesthetic—that Viet Kieu face
when they strive for a meaningful presence in the country after decades of absence
overseas.
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“Le but est proche.”
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In his study of the new waves of migrants from Vietnam to the U.S., An Tuan
Nguyen subscribes to a telos of migration history that the Vietnamese state advocates: if
war pain and suffering characterize the refugees past, today’s migrants have ushered in a
new era of easy transnational mobility and flexible citizenship (151–51). I argue that the
previous diasporic formation has not been simply replaced by the new, seemingly
apolitical one. As shown in Pham’s and Moï’s travelogues, not all Viet Kieu returnees of
the war generation can let go of the civil war’s legacy in search of prosperity in Vietnam.
They display a strong skepticism of the state’s solution for its nagging diasporic trouble
and reveal instead the fractures in Vietnamese society caused by rapid development and
blind drive for wealth. Moreover, as transnationality is about “cultural interconnectedness
and mobility across space […] intensified under late capitalism,” as Aihwa Ong would
have it (4), diasporic returns show a transnationalism defined by disconnection,
disaffection, and disjointedness. That is to say, in the case of the Vietnamese diaspora,
transnational movements do not follow the logic of the neoliberal state. Furthermore, true
to its legacy as the alter ego of the current nation-state, diaspora continues defining itself
as a site of critique. This is why denizens of non-communist South Vietnam past see no
cause to rejoice when Vietnam today abandons its communist ideology wholesale.
Both Pham and Moï record the glaring social problems in Vietnam caused by
deep economic disparity between the wealthy and the poor, and both authors try to
imagine a new path forward that can sidestep the market to bring diaspora and Vietnam
together. On the one hand, Pham searches deep within his guilt and shame surrounding
his trans brother Minh and the brothel business in order to understand the wreckage
capitalism has done, not only to his own family but also to post-reform Vietnam. On the
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other, Moï, though in a problematic way, reveals the contrast between the downtrodden
mail-order brides and the wealthy elite under the protective shield of the Communist
Party. Both Catfish and Mandala and The Year end on high philosophical notes. Pham
extols the virtue of perfect intention as a way to sidestep the historically and politically
laden interactions between Viet Kieu and Vietnamese. Moï sets her sight on borderless
world-literature and justesse as a portal toward a new universal where artistic nuance can
replace moralist and nationalist boundaries. Both resolutions are halting, uncertain, and
unsatisfying, but they attest to the impossible task of bridging the vast gulf between the
country and its diaspora while stemming the tide of global capital. If Transpacific
postmodern life encourages airborne elevation, breakneck speed, and capital-greased
mobility, these two travelogues of diasporic return demonstrate slower, deeper, and more
grounded forms of transnationality. Diaspora here is not a result of global capitalism but
a wedge into that normative, flattening, and amnesiac vortex.
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CODA
In 1973—the year American troops withdrew from Southeast Asia and South
Vietnam began its swift decline—Huynh Sanh Thong, a noted Vietnamese studies
scholar at Yale published the first English translation of Nguyen Du’s The Tale of Kieu
(Truyện Kiều, or Kim Vân Kiều), a classic Vietnamese narrative poem from the early
nineteenth century. Nguyen Du’s poem tells of the virtuous Kieu who must leave her
lover and prostitute herself to save her family. She endures incessant humiliation and
cruelty from various villains during her exile before she is able to return home to
exonerate her virtue. Huynh in the translator’s note posits the analogy between the
protagonist Kieu and South Vietnamese:
The American crusade for a world untainted by Communism has torn asunder the
warp and woof of society in South Vietnam and produced prostitution, both
sexual and otherwise, on an unprecedented scale. Until the Vietnamese people can
shape their own destiny free from the stranglehold of a foreign superpower,
countless Vietnamese women and men will see themselves as Kieu—victims of
perverse fate. (29)
Having to accept America’s “stranglehold” for its own survival, South Vietnam has no
autonomy, like a prostitute forced into a brothel of war.146 Not only does Huynh
admonish the U.S. for corrupting and destroying its ally in its fight against Communism,
he also announces a literary fate for South Vietnam as a falling state. If Kieu could offer
146

The trope of the Vietnam War and, by metonymy, South Vietnam as a prostitute, mistress, or whore to
the U.S. binds statesmen’s minds across the Pacific. One is reminded here of South Vietnamese President
Nguyen Van Thieu’s strong words in 1972 when Nixon visited China: “America has been looking for a
better mistress and now Nixon has discovered China. He does not want to have the old mistress hanging
around. Vietnam has become ugly and old” (qtd. in L.-H. Nguyen 218). Even more pointedly, Lyndon B.
Johnson characterized Vietnam as a “whore of a war” taking him away from his true love, the Great
Society (Bullion 159).
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foresight, South Vietnam would find itself in exile, a fact that was tragically realized two
years after readers in the U.S. learned about her. Huynh reasserted the allegory between
the text and the nation a decade later in the midst of the refugee crisis when he dedicates
the 1983 re-translation of Kieu “To Vietnamese refugees and their friends throughout the
world.” The significance of Huynh’s translation is more than linguistic: he brings a
canonical Vietnamese text to America and turns it into a powerful literary frame in which
South Vietnam and its diaspora can be narrativized and construed.
In Kieu’s foundational frame, the problems of the nation and diaspora are
explored through erotic, romantic, and familial relations. Trinh T. Minh-ha, a renowned
filmmaker and scholar of Third World feminism, puts her finger on this discursive pulse
in her 1995 film A Tale of Love, an adaptation of Kieu using Huynh’s translation. The
film’s protagonist, suggestively named Kieu, is a Vietnamese American woman living in
San Francisco. She earns her living by writing for a women’s magazine and modeling in
provocative poses for a photographer. Some of the money she earns is sent to her family
in Vietnam, which means that her feminized labor sustains both herself and her family
across the Pacific. While Kieu writes an article on the legacy of Nguyen Du’s tale in the
diaspora, she starts to understand that her life as a modern, independent Vietnamese
American woman is not free from the monetary power of the male gaze, especially when
Alikan the photographer asks her to strip nude for him. Reflecting on her film, Trinh says
in an interview:
Perhaps I can venture into saying that independence entails complex forms of realignment, and that Vietnam’s opening up, which for many means assimilation of
the free West, can be, despite all the mistakes and drawbacks, a way of keeping
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Her distance from all three power nations: China, Russia, and the U.S. Infidelity
to others and to one’s own deals, even when dictated by circumstance, can only
lead to difficult places, and hence, there’s definitely no simple happy ending here.
(Trinh, Cinema Interval 8)
From the film to the interview, Trinh shifts her focus from the diaspora to Vietnam. She
asks her audience to see how Kieu’s sexual education as a Vietnamese American woman
may offer a historical lesson in Vietnam’s national trajectory. Independence, according to
Trinh, means neither a shirking of relations nor solipsistic comfort; it is instead an
“opening up” to “complex forms of realignment” in the hope of obtaining some agential
space from more powerful entities. Autonomy means committing infidelity at times, and
it promises no happy ending. It is a game of strategic alliance, collaboration, trust, and
betrayal. Huynh’s translations and A Tale of Love and Trinh’s film adaptation evidence a
narrative practice in the Vietnamese diaspora that creatively uses Kieu as a source. This
literary strategy symptomatizes how the diaspora grew its own branch of literature from
that of the homeland. Huynh and Trinh establish diasporic cultural legitimacy by drawing
from a canonical Vietnamese urtext while asserting a set of politics and aesthetics distinct
from that of the homeland.
Meanwhile, contemporary Vietnam’s Kieu is going through an Americanized
transformation. At the end of his speech at the state dinner in Hanoi in November 2000,
President Bill Clinton announced “a new chapter in the relationship between the United
States and Vietnam” by quoting from Kieu: “‘Just as the lotus wilts, the mums bloom
forth; time softens grief; and the winter turns to spring.’ Now the frozen images of the
past have begun to thaw. The outlines of a warmer shared future have begun to take
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shape. Let us make the most of this new spring together” (Clinton, “Remarks”). The
president’s citation bespeaks his appreciation for Kieu’s national significance as well as a
literary effort to match the text to international politics. This new chapter in U.S.–
Vietnam relation also launched a new generic convention in diplomacy: Vice President
Joe Biden included a line from Kieu in his reception speech for Nguyen Phu Trong,
General Secretary of Vietnam, in July 2015 (“Vice-President Joe Biden”); in May 2016,
President Barack Obama did the same when he visited Hanoi (Obama, “Remarks”). In
stark contrast to the translator Huynh Sanh Thong’s analogy between war-worn Vietnam
and Nguyen Du’s suffering protagonist in the 1970s and 80s, Kieu has entered the
twenty-first century’s global order bubbling with optimism. What has become of the
diasporic South Vietnamese Kieu—the shorthand for the refugees’ literary nationhood?
In March 2018, Ho Chi Minh City in Vietnam mounted the first ever exhibit
covering one hundred years of a contentious site, the Independence Palace (Dinh Độc
lập). This event carried hefty historical weight. On April 30, 1975, images from this same
landmark transfixed the world when the palace, which then served as the presidential seat
of the Republic of Vietnam, or South Vietnam, capitulated to the communist-leaning
National Liberation Front, also known as the Viet Cong, who rolled in in a tank and
captured the flag of the noncommunist state. With this back story, the 2018 exhibit was
an opportunity to examine how the current regime frames the story of South Vietnam and
the civil war into its narrative of triumph. Entitled “From Norodom Palace to
Independence Palace 1868–1966,” the exhibit took over a two-story house on the
palace’s massive grounds, a short walk away from the main structure of the palace itself.
The ground floor narrated the site’s first establishment with the name Norodom Palace,

215

the seat of the French colonial government and the symbol of France’s aspiration for
Saigon as the Paris of the East. This floor also featured projected photographs of life
during the colonial era and how the French constructed the city. From the first image to
the last, the exhibit made clear that the palace was not just an administrative building but
the time capsule of the city itself.
Continuing with that theme, the second floor of the exhibit focused exclusively on
the Republic of Vietnam, one of the two competitors for Vietnam’s postcolonial
sovereignty during the Cold War. To drive home Hanoi’s rebukes of its former political
enemy, the exhibit here directed the spectator’s gaze on the familial and political life of
Ngo Dinh Diem, the founder of the southern noncommunist state. This portrait depicted
Diem as a power-craving Catholic extremist who ruled the country with an iron fist and
nepotism. The first and foremost artifact of this exhibit is the site itself, which serves as
the framing device for this historic display: images of the French Norodom Palace and
South Vietnamese presidential palace finally yield to the Independence Palace right
outside the gallery, standing as the majestic testament to the Socialist Republic of
Vietnam’s hard-earned mandate for almost forty-five years. By paralleling French
colonialism and South Vietnam, the exhibit cast the former southern state as an aberrant
phenomenon destroyed and smoothed over. In contemporary Vietnam’s national story,
South Vietnam’s failure is neatly fitted into the grand arc of liberation and reunification.
During the republican days, the Independence Palace was the Presidential Palace.
South Vietnam’s equivalent of the U.S. White House, the building was designed in the
sophisticated style of the mid-century with melded Eastern and Western elements,
imbued with ambition and optimism for a nation proudly open to the world. Today it has

216

become both a canvas for the current regime to project its own interpretation of the past.
Walking through the site, I could not help but notice the contradiction in how Vietnam
has to maintain this site with as much authenticity as possible to attract tourists while
imposing its own narrative to counteract the grandeur of the palace. The palace’s beauty
fits perfectly well in the surrounding area full of high-end boutiques, expensive
restaurants, and five-star hotels. The only awkward thing is the statue of Ho Chi Minh
nearby, whose virtues are contrary to what transpires around him and who has been
reduced to a mere decorative item on the street. As some have suggested, political and
economic life in Vietnam is indeed schizophrenic. It is hard to make sense of how history
still matters in this frenzy of development.
When I visited the bookstores in the city, I was struck by the number of bestselling memoirs written by Vietnamese nationals studying and working abroad. These
memoirs are matched by the self-help guide books targeting students on the path out of
the country to enjoy an elite education elsewhere. Conspicuously absent, however, are
books by diasporic authors. Even Viet Nguyen’s book of short stories The Refugees,
which has been translated into Vietnamese, is difficult to find. Vietnamese readers hunger
to know what Vietnamese abroad are doing, just not that kind of Vietnamese—the ones
from the war era. If the bookstores in Vietnam are any reliable indicator, what is hot right
now is certainly not deep reflections on refugeehood and critical perspectives on U.S. and
French imperial pasts; rather, readers want to know how they can go to Harvard,
Stanford, and Yale. They want to know how they can learn the ways of the West so that
they can earn the capital necessary to catch up with Vietnam today and in the near future.
Time, like money, is an investment, and it has to go toward the future. The war and its
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aftermath recede further and further into a static noise faintly detectable in the
background.
While it is thriving today in the U.S. and France, diasporic literature has no home
in Vietnam, and not, I believe, in the foreseeable future. The writers I have studied in this
dissertation retain something that Vietnam has disavowed and that readers in the U.S. and
France still have a hard time making sense of beyond the ethnic immigrant framework.
These writers do not represent Vietnam to the world; they cannot do so when Vietnam
does not embrace them. Neither can they represent their own version of Vietnam to
Vietnamese because Hanoi does not allow their works to be translated and published in
the country. They speak to French and American readers, not as foreigners from afar, but
as ethnic subjects who know the histories of French and American racism and
imperialism better than most. Their Vietnam is a diasporic construction, created and
maintained abroad in non-Vietnamese languages—a place beyond borders and languages.
This literature belongs to a world not yet arrived, one that it strives to reify.
To illustrate one last time the importance of literary expressions for the
Vietnamese diaspora, I turn to a pair of questions that Vietnamese American writer
Ocean Vuong presents in his recent, critically acclaimed book On Earth We’re Briefly
Gorgeous (2019): “What is a country but a borderless country, a life?” (8) and “What is a
country but a life sentence?” (9). Vuong in this instance uses the question form to solicit
imagination from his reader. Forcing “a country,” “a borderless country,” and “a life”
into equivalents in the first question, Vuong redefines what we think of as a country.
When we look at the world map today, there is no such thing as a borderless country.
And yet, for those whose country no longer exists on the map, they carry their country
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with them into other borders. The implication is clear: South Vietnam has become a
borderless country borne by the refugees to the U.S. and other host countries. The second
question plays with the double meaning of the phrase “life sentence.” First, as a legal
judgment formally pronounced by an authority figure, a life sentence is a punishment for
someone to undergo for the rest of their life. As a life sentence, South Vietnam past and
its afterlife are shackled to its refugees’ lives. And yet, that does not mean they have no
say in how they serve this sentence. The second meaning of “sentence” is a grammatical
structure of a verbally expressed thought or idea. In this sense, a refugee’s life sentence is
a matter of literature: they are writing their own sentence, their life story, in their own
words.
South Vietnam, then, is not a past event now gone with the wind but an ongoing
literary project, conjured up and refabricated with each verse of a poem and each
sentence of a story. As Vuong’s text attests, almost half a century after the state
disappeared, South Vietnam has continued to live in diasporic literature. A “sentence” is
only such when it ends, say, with a period. Once begun, a sentence anticipates its own
finality for its meaning to cohere fully. But Ocean Vuong’s text wants to delay this
ending. Rather than prizing the period as the dot that makes the sentence—like the
borders that make a country—Vuong wants to insert a comma. “It is no accident […],”
the narrator says, “that the comma resembles a fetus—that curve of continuation. We
were all once inside our mothers, saying, with our entire curved and silent selves, more,
more, more” (139). And, he continues, it is the saddest thing in the world when a comma
is forced to be a period (169). South Vietnam’s sentence did not end with a period on that
spring day in 1975. It has continued, demanded more, more, more, in text after text,

219

comma after comma. It has lost its statist form, but in whatever queer forms it has
survived in, as Vuong puts it, it “is a field […] where to be lost is never to be wrong, but
simply more” (192). Indeed, while for decades South Vietnam has been condemned as a
wrong and lost cause, diasporic South Vietnamese consciousness has been well nurtured
and cultivated in a borderless literary field across the U.S. and France. Vuong tempts us
to reflect on what more South Vietnam can be in its diasporic life. Once so brief as a
state, its diasporic imagination can yet be so gorgeous.
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